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FOREWORD
During the past 5 years, American strategy has
undergone a sea change, shifting from a focus on the
conventional military forces of rogue or rising states
to irregular challenges associated with the “long war”
against transnational jihadism. Much of the new thinking
has resulted from the conflict in Iraq.
One result of this has been an attempt to relearn
counterinsurgency by the U.S. military. While the
involvement of the United States in counterinsurgency
has a long history, it had faded in importance in
the years following the end of the Cold War. When
American forces first confronted it in Iraq, they were
not fully prepared. Since then, the U.S. military and
other government agencies have expended much effort
to refine their counterinsurgency capabilities. But have
they done enough?
In this monograph, Dr. Steven Metz, who has been
writing on counterinsurgency for several decades,
draws strategic lessons about counterinsurgency from
the Iraq conflict. He contends that the United States
is likely to undertake it in coming decades but, based
on the performance in Iraq, may not be adequately
prepared depending on the grand strategy which the
United States adopts.
The Strategic Studies Institute is pleased to offer this
monograph as a contribution to Army and Joint thinking
about the conflict in Iraq and, more broadly, about U.S.
strategy for the “long war.”

DOUGLAS C. LOVELACE, JR.
Director
Strategic Studies Institute
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SUMMARY
When the United States removed Saddam
Hussein from power in the spring of 2003, American
policymakers and military leaders did not expect to
become involved in a protracted counterinsurgency
campaign in Iraq. But it has now become the seminal
conflict of the current era and will serve as a paradigm
for future strategic decisions.
The United States has a long history of involvement
in irregular conflict. During the Cold War, this took
the form of supporting friendly regimes against
communist-based insurgents. After the Cold War,
though, the military assumed that it would not
undertake protracted counterinsurgency and did little
develop its capabilities for this type of conflict. Then the
terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, forced President
George W. Bush and his top advisers to reevaluate
the global security environment and American
strategy. The new strategy required the United States
to replace regimes which support terrorism or help
bring ungoverned areas which terrorists might use as
sanctuary under control. Under some circumstances,
such actions could involve counterinsurgency. Iraq
was a case in point. It has forced the U.S. military to
relearn counterinsurgency on the fly.
Since the summer of 2003, the conflict in Iraq has
taken the form of a deadly learning game between the
insurgents and the counterinsurgents (both U.S. and
Iraqi forces). By 2006, it had evolved from resistance
to the American presence to a complex war involving
sectarian militias, Iraqi and American security forces,
foreign jihadists, and Sunni Arab insurgents. While,
by that point, the United States had refined its



counterinsurgency strategy, this may have come too
late. In addition, the conflict was placing great stress
on the military, particularly the Army.
The Iraq conflict reinforced what national security
specialists long have known: the United States is adept
at counterinsurgency support in a limited role but faces
serious, even debilitating challenges when developing
and implementing a comprehensive counterinsurgency
strategy for a partner state. Most policymakers,
military leaders, and defense analysts, though, believe
that American involvement in counterinsurgency is
inevitable as the “long war” against jihadism unfolds.
This means that the United States needs a strategy and
an organization that can conduct counterinsurgency
effectively. Since 2003, the Department of Defense
has undertaken a number of reforms to augment
effectiveness at counterinsurgency and other irregular
operations.
Whether these are adequate or not depends on
future grand strategy. If counterinsurgency does
remain a central element of American strategy and the
United States elects to play a central or dominant role
in it, the current reforms might be inadequate. If, on
the other hand, the United States chose to optimize
its capability for counterinsurgency it would need an
organization which is:
•

intelligence-centric;

•

fully interagency and, if possible, multinational
at every level;

•

capable of rapid response;

•

capable of sustained, high-level involvement in
a protracted operation;

•

capable of seamless integration with partners;
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•

culturally and psychologically adept; and,

•

capable of organizational, conceptual and
tactical adjustment “on the fly.”

Ultimately, the United States might need to jettison
the concept of counterinsurgency in favor of the broader
concept of stabilization and transformation operations.
This would help clarify strategy and priorities. In
particular, it would reinforce the idea that military
force is a secondary factor in counterinsurgency. It is
not warfighting simply against irregular enemies.
In the final reckoning, the U.S. effort in Iraq has
had a number of problems. We used flawed strategic
assumptions, did not plan adequately, and had
a doctrinal void. There was a mismatch between
strategic ends and means applied to them. By signaling
in advance that we would go so far and no further,
by taking escalation off the table in the insurgency's
early months, we made it easier for the insurgents to
convince themselves and their supporters that their
ability to weather punishment outstrips the willingness
of the United States to impose it. By failing to prepare
for counterinsurgency in Iraq and by failing to avoid it,
the United States has increased the chances of facing it
again in the near future. We did not establish security
before attempting transformation, thus allowing
the insurgency to reach a point of psychological
“set” which was difficult to reverse fairly quickly.
Linking the conflict in Iraq to the global war on terror
skewed the normal logic of strategy. By approaching
counterinsurgency as a type of warfighting during its
first year, we reverted to a strategy of attrition which
did not work.
Whether Iraq ultimately turns into a success or
failure, it is invaluable as a source of illumination
vii

for American strategy. If it is a unique occurrence
then once it is settled, the U.S. military can return
to its old, conventionally-focused trajectory of
transformation. But if Iraq is a portent of the future—
if protracted, ambiguous, irregular, cross-cultural,
and psychologically complex conflicts are to be the
primary mission of the future American military (and
the other, equally important parts of the U.S. security
organization)—then serious change must begin.
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LEARNING FROM IRAQ:
COUNTERINSURGENCY IN AMERICAN
STRATEGY
The world is grown so bad
That wrens make prey where eagles dare not perch.
William Shakespeare
Richard III

The Deadly Bloom.
The defining conflict of our time never was supposed
to happen. American policymakers expected a warm
welcome for U.S. forces in Iraq. The Iraqi people, they
believed, would be grateful for liberation.1 Iraq would
move quickly toward a democratic political system
and open economy. Expatriates would provide new
leadership untainted—or at least less tainted—by
Hussein. Iraq’s own police and military would secure
the country. Because the U.S. military had used precision
strikes to limit damage during the march on Baghdad,
recovery would be fast. Iraqi oil revenues would
fund reconstruction. Nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs) and the international community—once they
overcame their pique at the intervention—would
provide money, expertise, and peacekeepers. Iraq’s
neighbors, relieved at having a cancer removed from
their midst, would help or at least stay out of the way.
Stabilizing and rebuilding Iraq, American policymakers believed, would be easier than removing
Hussein.
Unfortunately, events did not follow script. As soon
as the old regime was destroyed, Iraq collapsed in a


nation-wide spasm of looting and street crime. The Iraqi
security forces disappeared. With nothing to take their
place, violence ran unchecked. The anarchy sparked
public anger which grew into a storm, gathering
energy with passing weeks. For a brief interlude, little
of the violence was directed against the American
forces.2 But that did not last long. Trouble first broke
out in the restive city of Fallujah, 35 miles west of
Baghdad.3 Fallujah was insular, conservative, intensely
religious, and resistant to outside control, attracting
radical clerics like moths to a flame. It was a traditional
hotbed of smuggling and a city where complex tribal
connections mattered greatly, helping define personal
loyalty, obligation, and honor. Even Saddam Hussein
largely had left the place alone. It was bypassed in
the original assault on Baghdad, but elements of the
82d Airborne Division arrived in late April 2003. The
citizens did not take kindly to occupation. Within a few
days, a rally celebrating Saddam Hussein’s birthday
led to angry denunciations of the U.S. presence and
heated demands for withdrawal. Shooting broke
out, leaving at least 13 Iraqis dead.4 Two more died
the next day in a second round of clashes.5 Attackers
then tossed grenades into a U.S. Army compound.6
Without drawing a moral comparison, Fallujah was
like Lexington and Concord—an inadvertent clash that
funneled discontent toward organized resistance.
Still, the turn to violence was not immediate
across Iraq. Frustration grew gradually to a storm-like
intensity, faster in some places than others. “Thank
you for removing the tyrant,” more and more Iraqis
concluded, “but now go home.” At the same time—
and contradictorily—they complained that a nation as
powerful as the United States could restore order and
public services if it desired, so the failure to do so was
punishment intended to dishonor them. Even many


who had opposed Hussein believed that intervention
was designed to control Iraq’s oil and promote Israeli
security. Frustration led to anger. Anger began turning
violent. At first it was sporadic. In early May two
American soldiers were killed in Baghdad, one in a
daylight assassination while directing traffic and the
other by a sniper.7 On May 27, two more died during a
nighttime attack on an Army checkpoint near Fallujah.8
Iraq’s south appeared quieter but was far from stable.
British forces, despite a June incident in the town of
Majar al-Kabir which left six military policemen dead,
took a more relaxed approach to occupation duties,
leaving local religious and militia leaders (and, as it
turned out, criminal gangs) to compete for power.9 In
the holy cities of Karbala and Najaf, clerics preserved a
fragile order.10
In the middle of May, several thousand Shiites
marched in Baghdad, demanding an immediate
transfer of power to an elected government.11 Grand
Ayatollah Ali Hamid Maqsoon al-Sistani, Iraq’s senior
Shiite cleric, issued a fatwa condemning the idea
of a constitutional council named by the American
occupation authority, saying Iraqis should draft
their own constitution.12 But the most worrisome
development in the Shiite areas was the emergence
of Moqtada al-Sadr, son of an esteemed cleric killed
by Hussein who was gaining fervent supporters,
especially in Basra and the sprawling slum on the east
side of Baghdad. He quickly discovered that opposing
the Americans (along with the social services programs
his organization operated) built support among the
Shiite lower classes.13 As often happens during times
of political turmoil, extremism trumped moderation
in the quest for attention. Controlling Sadr became a
persistent and vexing problem.



Elsewhere violence against American forces spread,
particularly in Baghdad and cities such as Baqubah,
Samarra, Habaniyah, Khaldiya, Fallujah, and Tikrit,
and across the region west and north of the capital
known as the “Sunni triangle.” The initial attacks
lacked sophistication, but as more former military
members—unemployed by the disbanding of the Iraqi
army—joined in, the resistance began to show a greater
understanding of guerrilla operations.14 Armed bands
began to focus on vulnerable targets such as isolated
checkpoints and slow-moving convoys. Stand-off
attacks using rockets and mortars, which allowed the
attackers to flee after firing a few rounds, became more
frequent.15 Iraqis who worked for the Americans or were
part of the new administrative structure came under
attack.16 Translators were favorite victims. Insurgents
sabotaged the electrical grid, water system, and oil
pipelines. Like their forebears in earlier insurgencies,
the Iraqi resistance fighters understood that a country’s
rulers—the Americans in this case—were blamed for
the lack of water, electricity, and fuel, even though the
insurgents themselves were causing the problem. The
greater public anger and frustration, the insurgents
knew, the better for them.
During the summer a group of Hussein loyalists
calling itself al-Awda (“the return”) made open
overtures to Islamic militants linked to al-Qai’da,
while other elements of the resistance sent feelers to
leading Shiite clergy.17 There were reports that former
regime officials were recruiting foreign fighters. U.S.
forces encountered Syrians, Saudis, Yemenis,
Algerians, Lebanese, and Chechens, indicating that the
international jihadist network, born in Afghanistan in
the 1980s, was turning its attention to Iraq.18 Capitalizing
on the number of unemployed Iraqi men, most with



military and police training, and criminals released
from prison earlier in the year, Hussein loyalists began
paying for the killing of American troops, creating a
body of free lance or informal insurgents.19
As early as June, some strategic analysts warned that
the fighting constituted an organized guerrilla war, not
simply the final spasms of the defeated regime.20 But U.S.
officials rejected this idea. Secretary of Defense Donald
Rumsfeld attributed the violence to “the remnants of
the Ba’ath regime and Fedayeen death squads” and
“foreign terrorists” who were “being dealt with in
an orderly and forceful fashion by coalition forces.”21
Major General Raymond Odierno, commander of the
4th Infantry Division, described his unit’s operations
as “daily contact with noncompliant forces, former
regime members, and common criminals.” “This is
not guerrilla warfare,” he continued, “it is not close
to guerrilla warfare because it’s not coordinated, it’s
not organized, and it’s not led.”22 As summer wore
on, though, it increasingly was difficult to sustain that
argument. Finally, on July 16, General John Abizaid,
the new commander of U.S. Central Command
(CENTCOM), concluded that the United States was
facing “a classical guerrilla type campaign.” “It’s lowintensity conflict in our doctrinal terms,” he said, “but
it’s war, however you describe it.”23 The optimism
of a month earlier, the hope of a quick and relatively
painless transition to a post-Hussein Iraq, was gone.
As Thomas Ricks put it, the insurgency was in “deadly
bloom.”24 The U.S. military thus found itself thrust into
a type of conflict it thought it had left behind with the
end of the Cold War—counterinsurgency.
From this unexpected beginning, the counterinsurgency campaign in Iraq has produced a lode of
tactical and operational lessons. These are vital and



invaluable, helping keep American troops alive in a
dangerous environment. But the strategic implications
are even more enduring. The counterinsurgency
campaign in Iraq can only be understood as part—or at
least as the logical culmination—of a series of strategic
decisions about when and how American power should
be used. It shows our strengths and our weaknesses
when dealing with such conflicts. Equally important,
the campaign will affect future strategic decisions,
serving as a catalyst, a driver, and a locomotive. While
the outcome in Iraq still hangs in the balance, events
there already are shaping the way that policymakers,
military leaders, Congress, and the public think about
insurgency and the American role in responding to
it. The Iraq insurgency, in other words, will become
a strategic paradigm. What, then, does it tell us about
the role of counterinsurgency in American national
security, national defense, and military strategy? How
can or should the military react when America’s grand
strategy places it in a dominant position for a task
for which it is not optimized? At the grand strategic
level, does the United States want a security apparatus
optimized for counterinsurgency? If so, what would
this entail?
The Road to Baghdad.
The United States has a long history of involvement
in irregular conflict. The Indian Wars of the 19th
century and interventions in the Philippines, the
Caribbean, and Central America in the first part of
the 20th gave the American military experience with
resistance movements and guerrilla enemies. Modern
counterinsurgency began when presidents Harry
Truman and Dwight Eisenhower provided support



and advice to pro-Western regimes threatened by leftist
insurgents. It became a major component of American
strategy when President John Kennedy, concerned
by Russian leader Nikita Khrushchev’s January 1961
speech endorsing “wars of national liberation,” the
eroding security situation in Laos and South Vietnam,
the consolidation of Fidel Castro’s regime in Cuba, the
French defeat in Algeria, and the outbreak of communist
insurgencies in Colombia and Venezuela, became
convinced that indirect aggression posed a serious
threat to the United States. The idea was that the Soviet
Union, blocked from direct aggression against Western
Europe, had adopted an indirect strategy, seeking to
wear down Washington’s will by embroiling it in farflung internal wars. While any given insurgency might
not constitute a risk, in combination they could lead to
“death by a thousand small cuts.”
Americans respond to new threats or strategic challenges by reorganizing, reforming, and starting new
programs. So Kennedy ordered a series of initiatives to
improve the counterinsurgency capacity of the military
and the government as a whole. He created a cabinetlevel Interdepartmental Committee on Overseas Internal Defense Policy to unify counterinsurgency strategy
across the disparate elements of the government.25 The
Pentagon established the Office on Counter-Insurgency
and Special Activities, giving its director access to the
Joint Chiefs of Staff and the Secretary of Defense.26
The services incorporated counterinsurgency into
their professional educational systems and training
programs. Army Special Forces expanded and were
reoriented toward counterinsurgency. Even the State
Department and Agency for International Development got on board, devoting more of their personnel
and their budgets to nations facing internal conflict.27



Kennedy’s reforms were based on the type
of counterinsurgency that the United States had
undertaken up to that point—providing advice
and support to a government facing an indigenous
revolutionary movement with external ties. But the
“death by a thousand small cuts” idea led the United
States into Vietnam even though this was a different
type of conflict where Americans assumed the major
role, thus turning it into a war of liberation. Sound
strategy requires that the costs incurred and risks
undertaken in pursuit of a specific policy should be
proportional to the expected benefits. By imbuing
Vietnam with great symbolism, its perceived strategic
significance was skewed far out of proportion to its
real importance. This was to be an enduring problem
in counterinsurgency: to mobilize and sustain support
from Congress and the public, presidents had to
portray a conflict as vitally important. But once that
perception was established, it was difficult to extricate
the United States or diminish the American role, even
when the effort was no longer worth its economic or
blood costs.
The United States left Vietnam with a vastly improved understanding of insurgency. Or, at least, of the
most successful and threatening form of insurgency—
Maoist “people’s war.”28 It also left the public and the
military with a deep distaste for counterinsurgency.
Both would probably have preferred that the United
States never again undertake it. But in strategy, the
enemy “has a vote.” Following Vietnam, a series of
victories by insurgents backed to one degree or the other
by the Soviets—Angola, Mozambique, Nicaragua—
made the “death of a thousand small cuts” again seem
plausible.
With renewed presidential concern and an active
push from a important group of defense specialists in


Congress, counterinsurgency experienced a resurgence
throughout the Department of Defense (DoD) and other
elements of the U.S. Government during the 1980s, this
time as part of a broader category called “low intensity
conflict.” Special Operations Forces underwent an
extensive expansion.29 Congress created an Assistant
Secretary of Defense for Special Operations and LowIntensity Conflict as well as the United States Special
Operations Command (USSOCOM).30 It urged the
National Security Council to form a low-intensity
conflict board.31 The Army’s Special Warfare Center,
the School of the Americas, and the Air Force’s Special
Operations School expanded their course offerings.
SOCOM created a program on low-intensity conflict at
the Naval Postgraduate School. The services developed
“proponency offices” to coordinate thinking and
education.32 The Army and Air Force established a
Center for Low-Intensity Conflict at Langley Air Force
Base near Hampton, Virginia. Army Special Operations
Forces and the foreign area officer program grew. The
Central Intelligence Agency augmented its covert
action capability.33
While the Reagan administration was convinced
of the need to confront Soviet proxy war, Vietnam
suggested that the United States needed a different
approach. The small Central American nation of El
Salvador became the laboratory. For the U.S. military,
this was a chance to “get counterinsurgency right.”
According to an important 1988 assessment prepared
by four Army lieutenant colonels, “El Salvador
represents an experiment, an attempt to reverse the
record of American failure in waging small wars, an
effort to defeat an insurgency by providing training and
material support without committing American troops
to combat.”34 U.S. military advisors were determined



that El Salvador would not become “another Vietnam.”
Armed with “lessons” from Southeast Asia, they
urged the El Salvador Armed Forces (ESAF) to stress
pacification, civil defense, and population security
rather than the destruction of guerrilla units. The
military, American experts believed, should operate
in small units with strict constraints on the use of
firepower. Since support from the population was the
crux of counterinsurgency, military activities were
subordinate to economic, political, and psychological
ones. Unlike Vietnam, the American footprint was
kept small. By law, the United States was to have no
more than 55 military personnel in El Salvador at any
given time.35 The primary tools of American policy
were advice and assistance. Military aid peaked at
$196.6 million in 1984, economic assistance at $462.9
million in 1987.36 By the end of the 1980s, El Salvador
was a democracy—albeit a fragile one—the ESAF was
reasonably proficient, and the insurgents stood little
chance of victory. A January 1992 peace accord ended
the conflict and integrated the insurgents back into
Salvadoran life and its political system.
From this experience, the “El Salvador” model
of counterinsurgency gained advocates. As debate
over the appropriate American strategy in Iraq grew
in recent years, some counterinsurgency specialists
proposed a variant of the “light footprint” approach
used in El Salvador. What this overlooks, though, are
four factors which limit the extent to which the “El
Salvador” model can be applied to other insurgencies:
1) El Salvador’s location made it easier to convince
the public and Congress that the United States had a
direct stake in the outcome of the conflict; 2) Congress’
pressure on the Reagan administration concerning
human rights abuses made El Salvador’s political
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and military leaders believe that in the absence of
significant reform, Washington would abandon them.
In other words, the perception that the United States
was willing to write El Salvador off to the insurgents
if necessary made its regime more open to the types of
deep reforms necessary to undercut the root causes of
the conflict; 3) the United States provided an extremely
high level of assistance to the Salvadoran government,
thus allowing it to undertake significant improvements
in its security forces as well as numerous economic
development projects; and, 4) El Salvador’s culture
was Western, and thus social, economic, and political
reform readily took root.
Still, El Salvador was heralded within the military
as a model. The Army and Air Force codified the
counterinsurgency experience of Vietnam by way
of El Salvador with the 1990 release of Field Manual
(FM) 100-20/ Air Force Manual (AFM) 3-20, Military
Operations in Low-Intensity Conflict. Success in lowintensity conflict, according to this doctrine, is based
on five “imperatives”: political dominance, unity of
effort, adaptability, legitimacy, and perseverance.37
The pivotal concept is legitimacy defined in a Western,
rationalistic framework. The assumption was that
people would support either the insurgents or the
government based on an assessment of which side
was likely to offer them the best deal in terms of goods
and services, whether political goods like civil rights
or tangible goods like schools and roads. Under the
internal defense and development (IDAD) strategy, the
partner government “identifies the genuine grievances
of its people and takes political, economic, and social
actions to redress them.”38 The role of the U.S. military
was to provide support to the partner regime, not to
design and lead the counterinsurgency campaign.
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This would “normally center on security assistance
program administration.” Direct involvement of U.S.
forces “will be rare.” Other Army doctrine stated, “The
introduction of US combat forces into an insurgency to
conduct counterguerrilla operations is something that
is done when all other US and host country responses
have been inadequate. US combat forces are never the
first units into a country. They are normally the last.”39
However sound this approach, insurgency evoked
little concern in Washington after the downfall of the
Soviet Union.40 Counterinsurgency remained in doctrine but, since it no longer served as proxy war between
the superpowers, its role in American strategy was minimal. As a result, the military made little effort to prepare
for it. It was a forgotten art—or at least a nearly forgotten
one, remembered mostly by the previous generation of
experts and a tiny handful of serving officers, most in
the Special Forces.41 American involvement in internal
wars took the form of multinational peacekeeping
rather than counterinsurgency. For the post-Cold
War U.S. military, conventional combat in Operation
DESERT STORM and multinational peacekeeping in
the Balkans were defining events. Most of the military
(as well as significant segments of the public and
Congress) subscribed to the idea that armed force
should only be used when vital national interests were
at stake, when the military objectives were clear, the
commitment close ended, and—importantly—when
force could be applied in an overwhelming fashion.42
By the end of the 1990s, though, some military
leaders and defense experts were raising the idea that
America’s prowess in high-tech conventional war
meant that no enemy would attempt it. Instead they
would use what DoD began calling “asymmetric”
methods.43 Explicit mention of asymmetry first ap-
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peared in joint doctrine in 1995 albeit in a simplistic
and limited sense.44 Doctrine defined asymmetric
engagements as those between dissimilar forces,
specifically air versus land, air versus sea, and so
forth.45 The 1995 National Military Strategy approached
the issue more broadly, listing terrorism, the use or
threatened use of weapons of mass destruction (WMD),
and information warfare as asymmetric challenges. In
1997, the concept of asymmetric threat began to receive
greater attention. That year’s Quadrennial Defense Review
stated, “U.S. dominance in the conventional military
arena may encourage adversaries to use . . . asymmetric
means to attack our forces and interests overseas and
Americans at home.”46 The National Defense Panel
(NDP), a senior level group commissioned by Congress
to provide an assessment of the long-term defense
issues the United States faced, was even more explicit.
The Panel’s report stated:
We can assume that our enemies and future adversaries
have learned from the Gulf War. They are unlikely to
confront us conventionally with mass armor formations,
air superiority forces, and deep-water naval fleets of
their own, all areas of overwhelming U.S. strength today.
Instead, they may find new ways to attack our interests,
our forces, and our citizens. They will look for ways to
match their strengths against our weaknesses.47

Following this, there was a flurry of activity to flesh out
the meaning and implications of strategic asymmetry,
particularly within the intelligence community and the
Joint Staff.48 The most important internal study within
DoD was the 1999 Joint Strategy Review, Asymmetric
Approaches to Warfare.
The idea that the United States should shift its
strategy to asymmetric threats, though, was never
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accepted fully by a military and defense community
focused on, even wedded to, high tech conventional
war. There were many discussions and admissions,
but few changes to programs, organizations, or, most
importantly, the defense budget. Joint Vision 2010, a
1995 document prepared by the Chairman to provide
a “conceptual template” for the future development
of the U.S. Armed Forces did not even mention
asymmetric threats.49 Joint Vision 2020, the follow-on
document released in 2000, did, but focused on the
acquisition of high technology like ballistic missiles by
America’s enemies (without fully explaining why that
was “asymmetric”). Finally, the Secretary of Defense’s
Annual Report to Congress in 1998 and 1999 noted
that U.S. dominance in the conventional military arena
encourages adversaries to seek asymmetric means
of attacking U.S. military forces, U.S. interests, and
Americans. The 2000 Annual Report, dropped the
word “asymmetric.”
To some extent, though, President Bill Clinton did
refocus DoD and other elements of the government on
low end challenges. Shaping the security environment
through military engagement, humanitarian intervention, peacekeeping, and nation-building was nearly
the equal of conventional warfighting in the Clinton
strategy. But President George W. Bush entered
office, vowing to reverse this. Embroiling the U.S.
military in such activities, he felt, frittered away its
warfighting strength and drew off resources needed
for defense transformation. The U.S. military, he had
stated during a 1999 campaign speech, “needs the
rallying point of a defining mission. And that mission
is to deter wars—and win wars when deterrence
fails. Sending our military on vague, aimless and
endless deployments is the swift solvent of morale.”50
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Condoleezza Rice, one of Governor Bush’s primary
national security advisers during the 2000 election
campaign, wrote, “The president must remember that
the military is a special instrument. It is lethal, and it
is meant to be. It is not a civilian police force. It is not a
political referee. And it is most certainly not designed
to build a civilian society.”51
In the early months of the Bush presidency, China
and missile defense dominated the strategic agenda.
Then the terrorist attacks of September 2001 forced Bush
and his top advisers to reevaluate the global security
environment and American strategy. September 11
showed that globalization and connectivity had created
a world where problems far away, whether outright
conflict or bad governance, could endanger not only
U.S. interests in the part of the world where these things
occurred, but the security of the American homeland
as well. Suddenly political repression, poverty, state
failure, and internal conflict, even in far away places,
mattered deeply. The question was what to do about it.
Neither the Cold War strategic paradigm which viewed
regional conflicts as proxy superpower competition nor
the post-Cold War paradigm based on a leading role
for the United Nations (UN) and a strategic division of
labor with allies and partners applied.
Before September 11, American grand strategy had
been based on a tightly constrained strategic role for
armed force. During the Cold War, war plans sought to
restore the status quo ante bellum as rapidly as possible
rather than re-engineering the political order, in large
part to avoid escalation which might lead to nuclear
armageddon. With the end of the Cold War, America’s
strategic objectives remained limited, in part because
the national interests at stake in most conflicts were
modest and in part because Presidents George H.
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W. Bush and Clinton remained concerned about the
willingness of the American public and its elected
leaders to support costly or protracted military
operations. Moreover, the fact that most post-Cold War
military operations took place within a multinational
context also limited U.S. strategic objectives. The
broader a coalition, the more difficult it is to get all
of its members to agree. The normal solution was a
“lowest common denominator” approach, with limited
strategic objectives.
Following September 11, the United States adopted
a more expansive and aggressive grand strategy, with
an expanded role for military power. “We must take
the battle to the enemy,” President Bush said, “disrupt
his plans, and confront the worst threats before they
emerge. In the world we have entered, the only path
to safety is the path of action.”52 This idea carried
immense strategic implications. Unless the underlying
causes of instability and aggression were removed,
aggression eventually would reappear. The Bush
strategy thus sought to ameliorate or eradicate the
causes of instability and aggression, preferably with,
but if necessary without, a broad coalition and the
explicit approval of the UN. Removing regimes which
either undertook direct aggression or allowed their
territory to be used for aggression was the easiest part
of the new strategy, in part because the U.S. military
was configured for regime take-down. The problem
was stabilizing and transforming nations after a regime
was removed or collapsed.
Stabilizing and transforming a state is extremely
complex, nearly always taking many years or even
decades. It demands a comprehensive knowledge of
the culture, history, and regional context of the state
in question. Most of the work does not involve armed
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conflict, so in a perfect world, militaries would focus
on those tasks which did require force and leave the
rest to nonmilitary organizations. In reality, militaries
often are the only organizations with the capacity for
complex missions in unstable environments, so they
often end up playing a major role. The U.S. military,
for instance, led the way in Somalia, Haiti, the Balkans,
Rwanda, Cambodia, and elsewhere. But with exception
of Somalia, these operations took place in situations
which were dangerous and complex, but not overtly
hostile. The U.S. military was able to shift mentally
from warfighting to stabilization. Yet it was never
asked to be warfighters, stabilizers, and transformers
simultaneously, at least not for an extended period of
time in the face of sustained resistance. But that was
the old world.
Throughout 2002, the Bush administration wrestled
with the question of how to deal with Saddam
Hussein, the Iraqi dictator who had destabilized the
vital Southwest Asia region and threatened important
U.S. national interests for decades. When the President
opted to remove Hussein from power in March 2003,
the U.S. military executed a masterful campaign,
crushing the Iraqi army and seizing Baghdad in a few
weeks.53 But the administration’s objectives were not
simply to remove Hussein, but to engineer a new Iraq
which would not threaten its neighbors, pursue WMD,
or support terrorists. In an even larger sense, President
Bush sought to use Iraq as a catalyst to unleash political
and economic reform in the Islamic world which, he
hoped, would alter the conditions which gave rise
to jihadism. Unfortunately, some Iraqis, particularly
Sunni Arabs and others tied to the Hussein regime,
had different goals.
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We Planned for the Wrong Contingency.
There is a revolutionary slogan attributed to
Vladimir Lenin that states, “the worse, the better.” When
attempting to overthrow a strong regime, it suggests,
any action which causes disorder and undercuts public
trust in the state is useful. Every insurgency must both
destroy the old system and fill the power and security
vacuum itself. Insurgent strategies such as the one
developed by Mao Zedong saw these two processes
as simultaneous or, at least, overlapping. Maoists
attempted to destroy the old and create the new at the
same time. An insurgent strategy of “mayhem,” by
contrast, focuses solely on destroying the old system
with the hope that whatever ensues will be better. It
is the strategic equivalent of shooting blindly into the
dark rather than aiming for a specific target. Such an
approach has a low chance of ultimate success and is
only adopted by the most desperate insurgents. Iraq
fit this description. Although it is unlikely that they
studied Lenin, the Iraqi insurgents clearly understood
the notion of “the worse, the better.” Their strategy
was one of mayhem designed to make the country
ungovernable by the majority Shiites and other U.S.
supporters.
Since Iraq teetered on the verge of chaos even without insurgent action, this was not difficult to implement.
In one 12-hour stretch in August 2003, insurgents blew
up the pipeline supplying water to Baghdad, fired
mortar rounds into a prison holding Iraqi detainees,
and set fire to a major oil pipeline.54 Infrastructure
attacks were attractive particularly because they were
easier and less risky than assaults on U.S. forces. As
the summer of 2003 wore on, fighting spread to new
areas of Iraq beyond Baghdad and the region around
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Tikrit. By August, Ramadi, west of Baghdad, saw a
number of attacks on U.S. forces.55 Violence mounted
in Mosul, Iraq’s third largest city and one with a mixed
population.56
Terrorism was integral to the strategy of mayhem.
In August 2003, the insurgents undertook their first
truly dramatic and galvanizing terrorist attacks
against civilian targets. First, a car bomb destroyed
the Jordanian embassy in Baghdad, causing 19 deaths.
Two weeks later, a massive car bomb exploded outside
the Canal Hotel which housed the UN headquarters,
killing Sergio Viera de Mello, the Secretary-General’s
Special Representative, and 19 others. These attacks—
which may have been the work of former members of
Hussein’s security service or of foreign jihadists—were
intended to illustrate the inability of the United States to
assure security, and to deter international organizations
and other nations contemplating involvement in Iraq.
The insurgents and their outside supporters probably
assumed that American will could be shattered by
terrorism—the “Black Hawk down” syndrome. This
proved wrong. Ironically, Iraqis struggled as much to
understand Americans as Americans did to understand
Iraqis. But the attacks also illustrated the logic of
terrorism: it takes ever larger or more deadly attacks
to generate a constant amount of fear. Otherwise, the
victims make psychological adjustments and move on
with their lives. What works yesterday may not work
tomorrow. Even effective methods have a natural life
span.
During the first year of the insurgency, many
groups, most small and localized, competed for
exposure, recognition, recruits, and financial support.
Their attacks tended to be uncoordinated, but they
did begin developing effective psychological methods
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such as producing and distributing videos or DVDs of
their operations (a technique pioneered by Chechen
insurgents). Because of Hussein’s control of all
means of communication and information, few of
the insurgents initially understood the power of the
Internet and the global reach of the media, but they
learned quickly, building an increasingly sophisticated
web presence and using Arab media such as al Jazeera
to extract maximum psychological effect from their
attacks.57 In a process of natural selection, smaller and
less effective groups were destroyed or merged with
more successful, larger, and more prestigious ones.
Gradually the insurgents settled on a four-part military
strategy: causing steady U.S. casualties in order to
sap American will, sabotage to prevent the return
of normalcy, attacks on Iraqis supporting the new
political order to deter further support, and occasional
spectacular attacks and shows of force to retain the
psychological initiative.58
To coalesce, insurgencies require time and space
when security forces either are not aware of them or
unable to quash them. The Iraq resistance gained such
a respite because the planning assumptions used by
DoD to prepare for the stabilization and transformation
of Iraq did not hold. The Pentagon, CENTCOM,
and the Office for Reconstruction and Humanitarian
Affairs (ORHA)—the DoD organization designed to
oversee the stabilization and reconstruction—all read
the security situation incorrectly, assuming that the
primary security problems after the removal of the
Hussein regime would be revenge-taking against those
associated with the former regime and sporadic, lowlevel attacks by the remnants of the old security forces.59
ORHA was deeply concerned about a humanitarian
crisis, given the reliance of most Iraqis on food rations
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from the regime, and the dislocation likely to result
from the war. As Ambassador L. Paul Bremer, who later
headed the U.S. occupation effort, put it, “we planned
for the wrong contingency.”60 DoD and CENTCOM
believed the Iraqi military and police, stripped of
their top leaders, would bear primary responsibility
for reestablishing order. Planners assumed that most
of the security force units would remain intact and be
available for duty soon after the end of conventional
operations.61 As then-National Security Adviser Rice
said, “The concept was that we would defeat the army,
but the institutions would hold, everything from
ministries to police forces.”62 Operation Plan ECLIPSE
II, the stability plan developed by the Coalition Forces
Land Component Commander (CFLCC), counted on
the “utilization of existing Iraqi organizations and
administration.”63 Given this, CENTCOM and ORHA
did not receive definitive policy guidance on the role
the U.S. military was to play in public security after
Hussein was removed.64
The Pentagon also believed that once Hussein was
removed from power, other nations would contribute
to the stabilization and reconstruction process. This led
the Joint Staff to prepare a plan based on the presence
of three multinational divisions, one a Muslim force
led by the Saudis and other Gulf Arab states.65 The
multinational force was to include national police or
gendarmerie to bridge the gap between conventional
military units focused on combat and local police.
The United States did not have organizations of this
type even though they historically play a major role
in stabilizing states in the aftermath of conflict. DoD
assumed that power could be handed to a transitional
government built on opposition leaders outside Iraq,
particularly Ahmed Chalabi and other leaders of the
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umbrella organization known as the Iraqi National
Congress. Retired Army Lieutenant General Jay
Garner, the leader of ORHA, assumed that an interim
Iraqi government would be functioning and ORHA
withdrawn within a few months.66 General Tommy
Franks, the CENTCOM commander, instructed his
subordinate commanders to expect an Iraqi government to be in place within 30 to 60 days, thus relieving
them of administration and governance tasks.67
These planning assumptions reflected the
wider changes in military strategy which the Bush
administration had undertaken. “I’m committed to
building a future force,” President Bush stated soon
after taking office, “that is defined less by size and more
by mobility and swiftness, one that is easier to deploy
and sustain, one that relies more heavily on stealth,
precision weaponry and information technologies.”68
The Bush administration sought, as Max Boot phrased
it, fully to “harness the technological advances of
the information age to gain a qualitative advantage
over any potential foe.”69 Secretary Rumsfeld had
expended great effort to make the U.S. military faster
(in both strategic and operational terms), better able to
generate more combat power with fewer troops, and
capable of seamless joint operations.70 These things, he
believed, would lead to a military able to do more with
fewer troops. “Today,” Rumsfeld stated, “speed and
agility and precision can take the place of mass . . .”71
The problem was that the new strategy of eradicating
the root causes of aggression required a different skill
set. Rapid conventional operations were sometimes
part of such a strategy, but did not, in themselves,
bring strategic success. “The insurgencies in Iraq and
Afghanistan,” as Lieutenant General David Petraeus
puts it, “were not, in truth, the wars for which we were
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best prepared in 2001 . . .”72 Or, as Brigadier Nigel
Aylwin-Foster of the British Army bluntly wrote after
his own service in Iraq, “the U.S. Army has developed
over time a singular focus on conventional warfare,
of a particularly swift and violent style, which left it
ill-suited to the kind of operation it encountered as
soon as conventional warfare ceased to be the primary
focus. . . .”73
There was no easy fix for this. Other elements of
the U.S. Government were not able to fill the gap. And
the de facto strategic division of labor of the Clinton
administration, which relied on multinational forces
to shoulder the burden for long-term stabilization
and reconstruction, no longer held. The decision to
overthrow Saddam Hussein by force did not have the
backing of the UN or of many of the nations which could
have been major contributors to the stabilization and
reconstruction operations. When the notion that Iraqis
themselves could shoulder the burden for stabilization
and reconstruction did not pan out, the United States
was forced to rely on its military for precisely the type
of activity that candidate Bush had criticized.
But the U.S. military was unprepared for counterinsurgency, the most complex and difficult form of
stabilization. Its doctrine was decades old and designed
around Cold War-style rural “people’s war.” Existing
doctrine viewed counterinsurgency as support to a
threatened but functioning regime—a situation very
different from Iraq in 2003. Yet the post-Cold War
model of stabilization, which assumed a relatively
benign environment and a strategic division of labor,
was inapplicable. The long evolution of American
strategy had brought the U.S. military to the point
where it faced a type of struggle that was similar to
past ones, but also different in some important ways.
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Doctrine and history offered only clues. There was no
solution other than to learn on the fly.
Residual Pockets of Resistance.
During the crucial weeks and months after the
removal of the Hussein regime, the U.S. military and
other elements of the government were not prepared
for the magnitude of the task they faced. As Isaiah
Wilson notes, CENTCOM never developed a truly comprehensive plan for Phase IV of the campaign—stabilizing Iraq and handing administration off to civilian
authorities.74 The military units in Iraq were exhausted
from months of training and intense combat operations.
They had prepared for warfighting, not occupation and
stabilization.75 According to an operations officer from
a task force of the 1st Infantry Division, “While we were
very well trained for conventional warfare against a
conventional enemy, we did not receive appreciable
training in counterinsurgency operations.”76 Or as a
brigade commander from the 1st Armored Division
phrased it, unit “training focused on high-intensity
combat and not on the type of operations in which the
brigade found itself when it arrived in Baghdad.”77
There were too few forces, leaving important parts
of Iraq without a U.S. presence, particularly Iraq’s
western Anbar province which included the cities
of Fallujah and Ramadi. As Secretary Rumsfeld
admitted, these areas were largely bypassed in the war,
leaving Hussein loyalists a free rein.78 The unstated
assumption seemed to be that the combat prowess of
the American military would intimidate any opponents
of the occupation into submission. But as earlier U.S.
experience in Lebanon and Somalia showed, this did
not always work when American forces intervened
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in a society with a warrior tradition reinforced by
religious conviction. The U.S. military was configured
to break the will of conventional opponents through
rapid decisive operations, not to break the will of an
irregular opponent through protracted psychological
and political actions.
The organizations designed to lead the political
and economic reconstruction of Iraq equally were illprepared. ORHA was under- and incorrectly staffed,
and had little time to prepare for its mission.79 Some
personnel were selected for political credentials
rather than expertise.80 The relationship between
the military and ORHA was problematic from the
beginning.81 Phase IV planners at CFLCC did not
coordinate with ORHA.82 One staff member wrote
in a memo that “ORHA is not treated seriously
enough by the command (CENTCOM).”83 Military
officers complained that ORHA and the Coalitional
Provisional Authority (CPA—the renamed and
redesigned occupation authority under Ambassador
Bremer) were ineffective or absent all together.84 A
brigade commander from the 101st Airborne Division
(Air Assault) noted “philosophical differences on
everything from local governance to the selection and
training of local security forces” between the military
and ORHA/CPA.85 The military had resources and
a widespread presence, but no specific mandate for
reconstruction or an overarching national strategic
plan to indicate how to do so. ORHA had the mandate,
but not the resources. ORHA personnel could not
even travel around Baghdad without support from the
military, and it certainly did not have the personnel
and money needed to undertake what needed to be
done and done quickly. Nor did it have a detailed plan
to address the conditions it found in Iraq.86
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There also were problems deciding what to make
of the violence in Iraq. When it first emerged, DoD
portrayed it as a combination of criminal opportunism
and the last spasms of a few lingering Hussein
loyalists.87 Secretary Rumsfeld blamed “people who
were the enforcers for the Saddam Hussein regime—
the Fedayeen Saddam people and the Ba’ath Party
members and undoubtedly some of his security guards”
and “50 to 100 thousand prison inmates who were put
back out in the street, criminals of various types.”88 In
early May, General Richard Myers, Chairman of the
Joint Chiefs of Staff, noted, “we continue to root out
residual pockets of resistance from paramilitary forces
and Ba’ath Party personnel.”89 During a June press
conference, Ambassador Bremer also characterized the
attacks on American forces as originating from small
groups of “Fedayeen Saddam or former Republican
Guard officers.”90 This led American leaders to
conclude that there was no need for a comprehensive
counterinsurgency strategy, but only for continued
vigilance and assertive action until the criminals and
the former regime loyalists grew tired, were caught, or
were killed.
CENTCOM did attempt to address the problem
by sending more military police and shifting infantry
to police duties.91 Some combat units tackled the
infrastructure problems which were generating public
anger, often on their own volition.92 Such steps were
only partially successful. Many units felt that they had
accomplished what they were sent to do—remove
Hussein’s regime—and assumed a passive stance
waiting to be relieved.93 Some officers on the ground
warned that using combat troops for civic action or
pacification was ineffective since they were not trained,
organized, or equipped for it. And even units that did
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attempt to restore local order and stoke reconstruction
found it a double-edged sword: they then were blamed
by the Iraqi public when things went awry or when
street violence and infrastructure problems interfered
with daily life.94
Almost immediately, questions arose about the
adequacy of the U.S. troop presence. This was the
beginning of a long debate which reflected one of
the psychological dilemmas of counterinsurgency,
particularly when it is undertaken by an outside
force. Having more American forces would have
deterred some insurgent operations and might have
made some Iraqis feel more secure, but it also would
have antagonized many other Iraqis, given their
distaste for outside occupation, particularly by nonMuslims. It was truly a “damned if we do, damned
if we don’t” decision. But senior policymakers, once
they recognized that they could not count on Iraqis
themselves to secure the country, extended the tour of
units already in-country.95 Responding to charges that
they had become too passive, U.S. military commanders
more than doubled the number of patrols in Baghdad,
seeking a continuous presence in key neighborhoods.96
More American units were also moved to the restive
Sunni Arab areas west of Baghdad.97
The northern region around Mosul and the southern
Shiite regions around Basra, Karbala, and Najaf were
far from placid but at least somewhat more stable.
According to Lieutenant General David McKiernan,
then serving as the Coalition's Joint Task Force (CJTF)
Seven Commander, Iraq’s south was considered
“permissive,” the north “semi-permissive,” but the
central area included some “hot spots.”98 In Mosul,
the 101st Airborne Division under the command of
Major General David Petraeus moved quickly into the
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political vacuum and worked vigorously to restore
economic activity and generate a functioning Iraqi
administration.99 The division undertook the “nonstandard” tasks associated with stabilization and reconstruction, reestablishing Iraqi administration of the
area, developing support and liaison relationships with
all elements of local governance and administration,
helping Iraqis begin a reconciliation commission to
deal with those associated with the Hussein regime,
building an intelligence Joint Interagency Task Force
using the expertise of Bosnia veterans, and adopting
the Multiyear Road Map approach to planning which
also had been successful in Bosnia. In the south, British
units, long accustomed to a less confrontational method
of occupation in Northern Ireland and occupying a
Shiite area, also faced fewer problems.100
Since CENTCOM and the Pentagon identified
Hussein supporters as the main cause of the violence,
CJTF 7 became more aggressive, approaching stabilization as a variant of warfighting. Displaying what
General John Abizaid called the “offensive spirit in a
tough place,” U.S. forces went on the attack, staging a
series of raids and sweeps across the Sunni triangle.101
While these operations killed or captured a number of
resistance fighters, they also antagonized the public
in those regions and probably inspired many to join
the insurgency. Edward Luttwak has pointed out
that strategy in general operates with a “paradoxical
logic”—what appears to be the best or most effective
action often is not since strategy pits two (or more)
scheming opponents, each attempting to thwart the
other.102 The paradoxical logic is at its most intense in
counterinsurgency with its multilayered psychological
complexity and multiple audiences and participants.
What appears to be the best or most effective action in
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tangible terms often has unintended and deleterious
effects in the psychological domain. Counterinsurgents
must simultaneously kill or capture active insurgents
while they degrade public support for the insurgency
or passivity. But actions which do one of these things
often degrade the other. The most effective methods
for eliminating insurgents can alienate or anger the
public.
David Galula, a French army officer, noted that
counterinsurgency often involves a “vicious cycle”
when military operations turn the public against the
military and the military, in turn then begins to see
the public as the enemy, thus amplifying the mutual
hostility and making it more difficult to win public
acceptance or support.103 The June and July offensives
suggested that the vicious cycle had begun. They
probably angered more Iraqis than they captured,
leading to an aggregate increase in support for the
resistance and convincing many that the United States
was an occupier, not a liberator.104 When civilians were
killed or mistreated during raids, it increased sympathy
and outright support for the resistance.105 Methods
used by American forces during arrests of suspected
insurgents were particularly antagonizing. After
interviewing a number of detainees, the International
Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) wrote:
Arresting authorities entered houses usually after dark,
breaking down doors, waking up residents roughly,
yelling orders, forcing family members into tins room
(sic) under military guard while searching the rest of the
house and further breaking doors, cabinets and other
property. They arrested suspects, tying their hands in
the back with flexi-cuffs, hooding them, and taking them
away. Sometimes they arrested all adult males present in
a house, including elderly, handicapped or sick people.
Treatment often included pushing people around,
insulting, taking aim with rifles, punching and kicking
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and striking with rifles. Individuals were often led away
in whatever they happened to be wearing at the time
of arrest—sometimes in pyjamas or underwear - and
were denied the opportunity to gather a few essential
belongings, such as clothing, hygiene items, medicine
or eyeglasses. Those who surrendered with a suitcase
often had their belongings confiscated. In many cases
personal belongings were seized during the arrest, with
no receipt being issued. Certain CF (Coalition Forces)
military intelligence officers told the ICRC that in their
estimate between 70% and 90% of the persons deprived
of their liberty in Iraq had been arrested by mistake.106

Whether accurate or not, this was the perception
among the Iraqi population. And in counterinsurgency,
perception matters more than reality. Even though most
of those arrested by mistake were quickly released, they
considered themselves dishonored, often in front of
their families, thus amplifying anger, resentment, and
hostility. At least some American units treated everyone
as potential insurgents. This became a self-fulfilling
prophecy. Some U.S. commanders grasped this, others
did not. The hostility of the Iraqi public then hardened.
This angered the American troops, particularly those
who had lost friends in combat. By the end of his unit’s
tour, for instance, a company commander in the 4th
Infantry Division advised officers coming after him
to remember, “most of the people here want us dead,
they hate us and everything we stand for, and will take
any opportunity to cause us harm.”107 In the broadest
sense, Americans had forgotten, after 225 years of
independence, the humiliation and anger that comes
from foreign occupation. They had as much difficulty
understanding why Iraqis resisted efforts to help and
protect them as British colonialists had in the 1770s.
In the early months of the insurgency, American
commanders struggled to find the most effective
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balance between the “mailed fist” and the “velvet
glove.” They adjusted tactics to place greater emphasis
on intelligence gathering, winning public support,
“friendly persuasion,” and limited civilian casualties
and destruction.108 The Commander’s Emergency
Response Program (CERP), which CPA created with
captured Iraqi money, allowed military commanders
to undertake small projects with limited red tape.109
Senior military leaders considered this program “highly
important” and felt that had even more funds been
available, it could have made a difference during the
vital first months of occupation.110 Some complained
that new restrictions on CERP implemented in the
autumn seriously hurt stabilization efforts. But despite
all of this, the “velvet glove” approach never fully
overcame the perception among significant sections
of the Iraq public that the occupation itself was the
source of their frustration and anger.111 Ultimately
counterinsurgency is determined less by which side the
public prefers to rule it than by which side they blame
for their suffering. By the summer of 2003, it was clear
that at least in the Sunni Arab community, the United
States was held responsible. And, at the same time,
an increasing influx of foreign jihadists further fueled
the fire, transforming it, to some Iraqis, into a spiritual
struggle rather than simply a political conflict.
A Massive and Long-Term Undertaking.
As soon as Ambassador Bremer arrived in Iraq,
he recognized that the initial idea of constructing an
Iraq government quickly and handing over power to
it would not work. The country needed an extended
period of U.S. tutelage to adjust to the complexities
of open governance.112 As President Bush noted,
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the United States faced a “massive and long-term
undertaking” there.113 This forced the military to
adjust its thinking. With the new strategic time frame
and growing instability, administration policymakers
realized that the U.S. military would need a significant
number of troops in Iraq for an extended period of time.
This required long-term rotation plans, addressing
the problem of “high demand, low density” units
such as military police and intelligence specialists,
and building adequate military infrastructure.114 The
rotation issue was particularly thorny. Neither the
Army nor the Marine Corps were configured for large
scale, protracted stabilization operations, but for either
relatively short, intense wars or modest involvement
in protracted peacekeeping. By September, the Army
and Marine Corps were feeling the stress both in terms
of troop rotations and budgets.115 The Congressional
Budget Office published a widely-discussed report
that questioned the ability of the Army to sustain its
rotation in Iraq beyond March 2004 without extending
tours beyond 1 year or other radical actions.116 Service
leaders were becoming increasingly concerned about
the effect that combat tours in Iraq would have on
recruitment and retention, and thus on their ability to
field a force of the desired quality.117
The Pentagon pursued several solutions. In the
most immediate sense, it sought to squeeze as much as
possible from available resources. The Army activated
additional National Guard and Reserve forces for
service in Iraq.118 Nearly every active duty unit in
the Army was added to the planned troop rotation,
tours were extended for both active and reserve units,
and training and education cycles were adjusted to
maximize the troops available for deployment.119 In
Iraq, commanders accepted the fact that they could
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only provide a limited presence in parts of the country.
At the policy level, the administration actively sought
partners who would send troops. While the coalition
eventually included several dozen participants, most of
them provided only small contingents.120 A few nations
like India and Turkey considered larger deployments,
but decided against it.121 This was frustrating. Administration officials seem to have believed that even
states which opposed the use of force to overthrow
Saddam Hussein would recognize the high stakes
involved and pitch in. In reality, many nations were
willing to let Iraq teeter on chaos rather than legitimize
and support American policy. The problem, as Francis
Fukuyama notes, was that “The Bush administration
and its neoconservative supporters failed to anticipate
the hostility of the global reaction to the [Iraq] war
before undertaking it, particularly in Europe.”122 The
same held for other Arab states and members of the
1991 Operation DESERT STORM coalition. Many had
decided that instability in Iraq was less of a threat than
unchecked American power.
Once U.S. policymakers and military leaders
recognized that they faced a growing insurgency
rather than a mopping up operation, they knew that
the ultimate solution was a new Iraqi military and
security force.123 But Ambassador Bremer’s decisions
to disband the old army and prohibit Iraqis who had
held positions in the old regime from participating
in the new security services complicated this. In June
2003 CPA announced plans to create a new military
from scratch. It hoped for an initial force of 12,000
within a year, with an ultimate goal of 40,000—a size
deemed large enough for national defense but not so
large as to intimidate neighboring states or provide
Baghdad with a tool for renewed aggression.124 CPA
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also created a separate civil defense force to guard key
installations and infrastructure.125 In October 2003, U.S.
officials announced a four-phase plan designed to turn
responsibility over to Iraqi security forces as soon as
they were ready.126 A few weeks later, CPA increased
the pace of Iraqi force development.127 Despite this,
everyone recognized this would be a slow process
(since it takes about 2 years to form a division).128
DoD also instigated long-term programs to improve
the U.S. military’s capabilities for counterinsurgency
and similar operations. Most important were
“rebalancing” and “modularizing” the Army. Rebalancing was a program to assure that soldiers were
placed where their skills were needed. It also involved
“civilianizing” a number of jobs to free soldiers for
other duties. Modularization was a new way to package
forces, tailoring units to missions.129 By shifting from a
division-based to a brigade-based structure, the Army
expected to increase the combat power of the active
component by 30 percent and augment flexibility
without an overall increase in force size.130 This was
combined with the Army Force Generation Model
(ARFORGEN), a new tool to coordinate readiness and
training cycles.131
All of this was useful, but critics contended that
even a modularized Army at its existing size could
not undertake protracted stabilization operations,
continue transformation, perform its other worldwide
missions, and sustain the quality of its troops, leaders,
and equipment. The only solution, they felt, was
increasing the overall size of the American military,
particularly the ground forces.132 Bipartisan support
formed in Congress for enlarging the Army.133 Secretary
Rumsfeld, however, resisted the idea, arguing that
increasing the size of the Army would drain resources
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from defense transformation.134 “The real problem,”
he wrote, “is not necessarily the size of our active and
reserve military components, per se, but rather how
forces have been managed, and the mix of capabilities
at our disposal.”135 Iraq was at the center of the debate
over the size of the Army. Secretary Rumsfeld and
General Abizaid contended that increasing troop
strength would simply put U.S. forces at greater risk
and sidetrack the development of the Iraqi security
forces.136 This reflected a lesson the Bush administration
had drawn from U.S. involvement in the Balkans: other
nations have less incentive to assume responsibility
for the security of their nation or region if the United
States does it for them. If the United States limits its
role, others will increase theirs. It was strategic “tough
love.” Unfortunately, it did not pan out in Iraq, leading
defense analysts, members of Congress, and CPA
administrator Bremer to argue that the only solution
was more American troops.137
They Had the Training to Stand and Fight.
Even as the United States adjusted its counterinsurgency campaign, the insurgency itself evolved.
One of the most ominous trends was the influx of
foreign jihadists, some affiliated with al-Qai’da. While
the jihadists only composed a small proportion of the
resistance, their willingness to undertake suicide attacks escalated the danger to American forces and the
sense of fear among Iraqis. It also raised the strategic
stakes of the conflict, making it more clearly part of the
war on terror.138 In response, Lieutenant General Ricardo
Sanchez, commander of the U.S. forces, was forced to
devote more attention to finding and eradicating foreign fighters.139 This meant less time and fewer resources
for other activities, including reconstruction.
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The resistance continued to show improved
tactical ability.140 By the autumn of 2003, there were
35 attacks a day across Iraq. The insurgents seemed to
understand that they could create the maximum fear
(and publicity) by combining low level violence which
made daily life dangerous with occasional large, highprofile attacks. Humans can tolerate much danger if it
is in constant and expected doses. The anticipation of
a different kind or level of danger, though, increases
anxiety which, in turn, saps morale and will. Following
this logic, the insurgents launched a rocket attack on
the Rashid Hotel in Baghdad during a visit by Deputy
Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz in October.141 This
killed an American lieutenant colonel—the highest
ranking officer to die in the conflict to that point. More
importantly, it demonstrated to the Americans that no
place in Iraq was safe. As always in insurgency, the
military effect of an operation was much less important
than the psychological one. During the same time,
insurgents struck three Baghdad police stations and
the headquarters of the International Committee of the
Red Cross simultaneously.142 This also served multiple
psychological purposes, illustrating that the insurgents
could coordinate complex operations and deterring the
type of relief and reconstruction efforts which might be
able to blunt public frustration. The worse, the better.
During October 2003, insurgent attacks surged in
what American officials called the “Ramadan offensive.” In November, insurgents downed a U.S. Army
CH-47 transport helicopter, killing 15. At the time, this
was the single worst attack on U.S. forces since the end
of major combat operations. The insurgents stepped up
assaults on less committed coalition members including
Spain, Japan, and South Korea.143 The fighting spread
to regions that had been stable, particularly Mosul.144
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By December, a third of the first battalion of the new
Iraqi army, which had been sworn in during October,
had deserted.145 While it eventually died out, the
Ramadan offensive showed new levels of coordination
and resolve by the insurgents.146 After a pitched battle
in Samarra, a U.S. Army officer said, “Here it seems
they had the training to stand and fight.”147
Like Tet 1968 in Vietnam or the January 1981
national offensive of the Frente Farabundo Marti de
Liberación Nacional (FMLN) in El Salvador, the Ramadan
offensive tried to demonstrate the insurgency’s
courage and power, expose the weakness of the
Coalition and, galvanize public support.148 As in those
earlier offensives, the insurgents suffered a tactical
defeat but made psychological gains. U.S. Government
assessments soon after the offensive provided a bleak
picture, noting that a growing number of Iraqis believed
the insurgents could defeat the United States.149
Eventually November 2003 ended as the deadliest
month for the United States to that point, surpassing the
conventional battles of March and April. In response,
military units heightened the emphasis they gave to
force protection. Again, the paradoxical logic was at
play: limiting casualties was good for morale and public
support but hindered pacification. In November, Clay
McManaway, a retired ambassador serving as CPA
deputy, gave Bremer a paper, arguing that the Army
had gone into a “passive mode.” Operations were not
running at the same tempo as over the summer, and
some units had cut back on patrolling.150
While ebbs and flows are normal in counterinsurgency, the Bush administration could not take
the continued support of the American public and
the Congress for granted. Counterinsurgency seldom
involves constant, demonstrable progress and quick
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resolution, but that was what the American public had
come to expect of military operations after Operation
DESERT STORM. In the decades after Vietnam, the
public and Congress appeared to have forgotten
what insurgency was like. The administration thus
realized that it only had a limited period of time
before public and congressional support eroded. The
dilemma was whether to seek the quickest possible
transfer of responsibility to Iraqi security forces, or a
modulated pace of change that did not demand more
of the new Iraqi forces than they could provide, thus
maximizing the chances that Iraq would end up stable
and democratic.151 Strategic failure, in other words,
could come from two sources: the collapse of the new
Iraqi government and security forces, or the collapse
of American will. The Bush administration had to
navigate a treacherous course between these dangers.
The capture of Saddam Hussein in December
2003 briefly gave American forces the psychological
initiative. Hopes were that it would convince the
Iraqi public that the future did, in fact, lie with the
new government.152 U.S. military leaders, though,
recognized that Hussein’s role in the insurgency
mostly was symbolic, so his capture would not break
it.153 Attacks on U.S. forces declined for a while, but
picked up again early in 2004, with an increase in
the use of sophisticated roadside bombs.154 Assaults
on Iraqis associated with the Americans, particularly
serving and candidate police officers, were relentless,
with more than 400 killed by March 2004.155 With some
former regime officials demoralized by Hussein’s
capture, the role of foreign jihadists correspondingly
increased. They began creating cells which included
native Iraqis.156 Once again, Fallujah was at the fore.
Outside fighters, many linked to al-Qai’da in some
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way, began streaming into the city, forming working
partnerships or loose alliances with locals.157 “The
Fallujah region is filling up with Wahabis,” said a
tribal leader.158 By February 2004, it was difficult to
know who actually was in charge of the city—the U.S.sanctioned local government or the insurgents.159
This came at a treacherous time for the U.S. military,
with 110,000 new troops scheduled to replace 130,000
who had finished their 12-month tour early in the year.160
The massive rotation involved eight of the Army’s ten
active divisions, a Marine Expeditionary Force (MEF),
and 40,000 international troops. It was the largest since
World War II. This raised several concerns. One was that
some of the local knowledge and expertise gained by
the outgoing troops, which is an invaluable commodity
in stabilization and counterinsurgency, would be lost.
In addition, the total number of U.S. forces would go
down after the rotation.161 The insurgents, DoD feared,
would recognize this and escalate attacks on U.S.
forces.162 And since there was a greater proportion of
reservists in the incoming forces, this would further
stress the services, causing additional problems with
recruitment and retention in both the Active and
Reserve components.163
While there was some temporary loss of capability
during the rotation, it went fairly well. Certainly it
was not the disaster that it could have been, in large
part because of astute management by CENTCOM’s
commanders. The incoming units were better
trained, organized, and equipped for stabilization
and counterinsurgency than those they replaced,
thus allowing them to adjust more quickly.164 Units
scheduled for direct replacement—for instance, the 1st
Cavalry Division and the 1st Armored Division, and the
101st Airborne and Task Force Olympia—established
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contact several months in advance of the rotation to
share lessons and information in three vital areas: 1)
counterinsurgency procedures; 2) specific information
about the area of operations, especially concerning the
insurgent units there; and, 3) how to get things done in
the complex national administrative system involving
CPA and the Iraqi Governing Council. Incoming units
undertook “leaders’ reconnaissance” before deploying
and sent staff members in advance of the units’
deployment. Outgoing units left key staff members
behind to help with continuity. A key step was what
became known as “left seat/right seat rides” during
the overlap, with incoming commanders participating
in operations with the units they were to replace.165
In addition, a web of informal communications
for information between junior leaders and noncommissioned officers had emerged, relying on email
and Internet sites.166 While this caused some concern
among senior leaders, it did facilitate the hand-off. The
pressure of counterinsurgency operations was, in Dr.
Leonard Wong’s words, creating a cohort of junior
officers “learning to be adaptable, creative, innovative,
and confident in their abilities to handle just about
any task thrown at them.”167 Information technology
provided the means to pass this along.
In general, the first year of the counterinsurgency
was a time of rapid learning for the U.S. military. It had
made great strides in many areas. Still, U.S. strategy
had shortcomings. This particularly was evident
toward the end of 2003 as mounting casualties and
hostility from the Iraqi public, combined with the
inherent aggressiveness of the military’s warfighting
ethos, led some American units to concentrate more
on eliminating insurgents than dominating the
psychological battlespace. As Major General George
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Fay later noted in his investigation of the Abu Ghraib
Detention Facility, “as the pace of operations picked
up in late November–early December 2003, it became
a common practice for maneuver elements to round
up large quantities of Iraqi personnel in the general
vicinity of a specified target as a cordon and capture
technique.”168 Such actions did eliminate enemy
fighters, but they also amplified public anger and
resentment. In many cases, operations which were
successful militarily were political and psychological
losses, inspiring new recruits or supporters for the
insurgency. While most U.S. commanders understood
the psychological priorities of counterinsurgency and
acted accordingly, they were overshadowed by the
negative effects of those who did not. To concentrate
on eliminating enemy fighters rather than discrediting
them or undercutting their support was very much
within the U.S. military’s tradition—it was a strategy
of attrition in which victory came from killing or
capturing enemy combatants until the opponent’s will
collapsed. This often worked in conventional war. It
had, after all, led the United States to stunning victories
in World War II and the Gulf War. But, history suggests,
it seldom brings success in counterinsurgency.
A Powerful, Deeply Symbolic Myth.
By the spring of 2004, the growing influence of
outside jihadists within the insurgency pushed it
toward more extreme positions and a greater focus on
terrorism.169 Insurgent leaders had begun to believe
that the Americans would soon be gone, leaving them
to the second and decisive part of their struggle—war
against the Shiites. A letter written by Abu Musab alZarqawi, the brutal Jordanian-born leader of al-Qai’da
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in Iraq, offered a stark illustration. He, at least, sought
outright sectarian war between Shiites and Sunnis. The
letter said:
. . . Shiism is the looming danger and the true challenge.
They are the enemy. Beware of them. Fight them.
By God, they lie...Most of the Sunnis are aware of the
danger of these people, watch their sides, and fear the
consequences of empowering them.170

The jihadists quickly put this concept into practice,
using suicide bombers to attack participants at the
religious festival of Ashura in Karbala and Baghdad,
killing 140.171 While Iraq’s Shiites recognized the
threat to their community from the Sunni Arabs, this
did not translate into full support for the occupation
and American-engineered transition. Many of them
grudgingly accepted the U.S. presence, but others
appeared to believe that, with Iranian support, they
could take care of themselves.
At the same time, the American forces continued
refining their tactical and operational methods. After
less than a year, the insurgency had taken a classic
form: a deadly learning contest between insurgents and
counterinsurgents. Much of the adaptation involved
tactics, techniques, and procedures, especially ones
designed to deal with roadside bombs.172 Within days
of some innovation by the insurgents, countermeasures
were in place and integrated into the training of units
preparing for deployment.173 U.S. forces placed more
emphasis on encouraging Iraqi security forces to lead
operations.174 Newly deploying units used what thenMajor General Peter W. Chiarelli, commander of the
1st Cavalry Division, called “full spectrum operations”
which tightly integrated combat with training and
reconstruction efforts.175
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Despite this, the insurgents also improved and
expanded. Rather than “shoot and scoot” attacks, they
undertook set-piece small unit actions—what one U.S.
officer described as “a stand-up fight between two
military forces.”176 They attempted to create and hold
“liberated areas.”177 In April 2004, violence spread to
new parts of Iraq, including previously quiet parts
of Baghdad and the northern city of Kirkuk.178 In the
south, Shiite militias under the control of Moqtada
Sadr launched an offensive against the coalition.179
Eventually major battles took place in half a dozen
cities.180 Fighting in Fallujah reached a new peak as
the Coalition decided to clear the city after a wellpublicized and particularly brutal attack on American
security contractors.181 During the battle, Sunni Arab
insurgents and Shiite militias openly cooperated for
the first time.182 Facing bitterly hostile coverage from
the Arab media and intense pressure from the Iraqi
Governing Council and influential clerics like Grand
Ayatollah Sistani, American officials feared a united
Sunni-Shiite resistance, a nation-wide popular uprising,
and derailment of the political transition.183 Washington
called off the assault on Fallujah with parts of the city
still under insurgent control. Responsibility for security
was given to a cobbled-together Iraqi unit called the
“Fallujah Brigade” which quickly proved worthless.184
Most of the hard-core militants simply faded away to
fight another day.185 By June 2004, the Shiite uprising in
Iraq’s south had abated, but insurgents ruled the streets
of Fallujah and implemented a Taliban-like, austere
form of Islamic law.186 Foreign fighters controlled
whole neighborhoods.187 Fallujah served as a major
guerrilla base where insurgents could plan and launch
attacks across the Sunni triangle.188
The insurgents portrayed the battle as a stunning
victory. As Anthony Cordesman noted, it “created
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the image of large innocent casualties, a ‘heroic’ Iraqi
opposition, collateral damage, and U.S. advanced
weapons hitting mosques.”189 Other observers talked
of a “powerful, deeply symbolic myth” emerging from
Fallujah.190 This was an important idea: myth creation is
often the goal of major insurgent offensives. Insurgency,
after all, is armed theater. In past insurgencies, events
such as the Battle of Algiers, Dien Bien Phu, and the
Tet Offensive had symbolic impact far beyond their
military effect. What became known as “first Fallujah”
played a similar role. Myth was particularly important
in Iraq. Hussein’s tight control of information had left
the Iraqi public poorly prepared to distinguish truth
from disinformation, thus amplifying the effects of
insurgent propaganda.191 It was the paradoxical logic
at play again: crushing battlefield defeats do not
deal decisive psychological blows to insurgents, but
battlefield defeats which can be portrayed as “glorious”
become psychological victories for them.
Ultimately, Fallujah did not have the impact of
Tet or Dien Bien Phu but did increase sympathy for
the insurgents, both within Iraq and elsewhere in the
Islamic world.192 It also had a polarizing effect, eroding
the number of neutrals among the Iraqi public and
driving the majority into one camp or the other.193 Even
in the United States, the furor of the April 2004 battles
increased criticism of the counterinsurgency strategy
and was the beginning of a long decline in public and
congressional support for American involvement.194
As always, trends and expectations were central
in the evolution of the insurgency. Politically and
psychologically at least, Fallujah was an insurgent
victory, creating a sense among the insurgents and
their supporters that victory was possible, and raising
the idea within the United States that defeat could
happen.195
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By demonstrating how far the Iraqis had to go
before they could defend themselves without extensive
American help, the April battles renewed concern for
the effect the conflict was having on the U.S. military.
General Abizaid announced that he needed more
troops than he had planned for, but indicated that he
would draw them from elsewhere in the CENTCOM
area rather than asking DoD for additional ones.196
The Army again extended the tours of some units in
Iraq, returned others to the country more quickly than
planned, and began exploring policies such as shorter
leaves.197 While the Army met its reenlistment goals
through the spring of 2004, with the next rotation into
Iraq including an even higher proportion of reservists,
service leaders remained concerned.198 Reports that
the Army was experiencing a significant dip in
readiness renewed calls for increasing its size.199 Key
modernization plans, particularly the development
and fielding of the future combat system (FCS) were
delayed in part due to the operational costs of Iraq.200
General Peter Schoomaker, the Army Chief of Staff,
admitted that Iraq was “stressing” the Army but
advised that he could support at least 3 more years of
involvement in Iraq at existing levels without a force
increase.201 Trouble, though, lay ahead. “What keeps
me awake at night,” General Richard Cody, Army
Vice Chief of Staff, told Congress, “is what will this allvolunteer force look like in 2007.”202
The April battles also showed the mixed quality
of the Iraqi security forces. While those trained by the
British in the south or the 101st Airborne in the north did
well, many others simply melted away. According to
General Abizaid, “a number of units, both in the police
force and also in the ICDC [Iraqi Civil Defense Corps],
did not stand up to the intimidators of the forces of
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Sadr’s militia and that was a great disappointment to
us.”203 The Pentagon quickly dispatched Major General
Petraeus back to Baghdad to energize the training
program.204
Sadr’s uprising illustrated the growing problem of
sectarian militias. The country was full of them. Most
important were the Kurdish peshmergas, a force of
70,000 which had emerged in the 1990s to protect the
autonomous regions in Iraq’s north from Hussein’s
forces; the Badr Corps of the Supreme Council for
Islamic Revolution in Iraq (SCIRI), a Shiite movement
with strong ties to Iran; and Sadr’s “Mahdi Army.”205
Ambassador Bremer wanted the militias dissolved,
and assigned veteran diplomat David Gompert to
lead the effort. The leaders of the militias, of course,
opposed this idea, recognizing that their armed groups
were central to their authority, serving as a check on
both rival factions and the new government. As the
date for the handover of sovereignty from CPA to the
Iraqi government approached, little progress had been
made.
The militia issue showed one of the shortcomings
in the way that the United States, armed with a concept
of insurgency forged while fighting communist forces
during the Cold War, thought about the Iraq conflict.
In Cold War counterinsurgency, the most important
actors were the antagonists themselves—the regime
and the insurgents—and, in most cases, state sponsors
of one side or the other. But one of the important, even
defining, features of 21st century insurgency was the
growing role of what might be called “third” and
“fourth” forces. Third forces were armed organizations
sometimes affiliated with either the insurgents or
the regime, sometimes autonomous. They included
militias, criminal gangs, warlord armies, and various
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kinds of death squads, all influencing the conduct
and outcome of the insurgency. While these had
participated or affected insurgencies for a number of
years—Colombia is the best example—Iraq added a
new and very important third force to the mix: security
contractors who performed many of the functions that
state counterinsurgent forces could not or would not.
This raised new questions of morality, legality, and
efficacy. It also added new layers of complexity to the
paradoxical logic of counterinsurgency. Many security
contractors, for instance, guarded coalition officials.
Their mission was to protect their client by any means
necessary. In many cases, the way they did this ran
counter to the larger strategic objective of winning
Iraqi support.206
Fourth forces in insurgency were unarmed nonstate
organizations which affected the conduct and outcome
of the conflict. They include international organizations,
nongovernmental organizations involved in relief and
reconstruction, private voluntary organizations, the
international media, and international finance and
business (which influence the conflict by deciding to
invest or not invest in the country). Both third and fourth
forces played a central role in Iraq: al Jazeera and other
Arab and Iranian broadcasting organizations played
a major role in shaping public opinion in Iraq, in the
region, and in other parts of the world. But neither the
U.S. military nor CPA had effective programs to deal
with them. Doctrine offered little guidance on how to
do so.
With the return of sovereignty to the Iraqi government approaching in June 2004, the U.S. military continued its shift from a leading to a supporting role. As
Colonel Dana Pittard of the 1st Infantry Division
phrased it, the Americans moved from a role of
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“partnership and occupation” to one of “partnership
and support.”207 U.S. units became involved more
heavily in protecting Iraqi officials and infrastructure,
gradually giving Iraqi security forces the lead on
counterinsurgency strikes and sweeps.208 General
George Casey, who had replaced General Sanchez
as overall commander of coalition military forces,
focused on synchronization of the “mailed fist” and the
“velvet glove.” He established a Counterinsurgency
Academy to assure that incoming unit commanders
understood this.209 The United States created the
Multinational Security Training Command—Iraq
(MNSTC-I) to coordinate security force development
with the new Iraqi government.210 As the CPA, which
was a DoD organization, prepared to dissolve, the
State Department was establishing one of the largest
American embassies in the world in Baghdad.211
While the diminution of the U.S. role in the insurgency was a good thing—history suggested that the
United States was most successful at counterinsurgency
when it supported local partners rather than dominating
the effort—the timing was problematic. The new Iraqi
security forces simply were not ready to replace U.S.
units on a one-for-one basis. It as not so much a matter
of raw numbers as of combat effectiveness. Few Iraqi
units could undertake autonomous actions or even a
leading role. Nor did they have the vital support they
needed in terms of logistics, intelligence, and other
functions. Scaling back U.S.-led combat operations left
the insurgents virtually free of pressure in parts of Iraq,
particularly the far western Anbar province.212 As with
the militias, a major issue was thus postponed rather
than addressed as all efforts focused on the handover
to the Iraqis.
American officials feared that the insurgents would
launch another offensive during the June 2004 political
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transition. There was, in fact, an upsurge in violence.
The week before the planned transfer on June 30,
intense fighting raged in Fallujah, Ramadi, Baqubah,
Mosul, and Baghdad.213 To an extent, though, the
offensive was weaker than expected. In part, this
reflected a schism within the insurgency. Some Sunni
Arab nationalists sympathetic to the resistance were
concerned that foreign jihadists like Zarqawi had
hijacked the movement and driven it toward objectives
of little concern to most Iraqis or even antithetical to
their wishes.214 Clearly there was still tension within
the Sunni Arab community between the sectarian
view of the conflict pushed by Zarqawi and the more
nationalist perspective which held that Iraqi Shiites—
at least those not overtly affiliated with Iran—still
were Iraqis. Feelings about the political transition itself
were mixed within the Sunni Arab community. Some
favored allowing it, apparently because it would speed
the withdrawal of the Americans. Others seemed to
believe that interfering with the political transition
(and sustaining the American presence) would work to
their benefit by stoking public anger. As time wore on,
most of the insurgents fell into the latter camp, taking
a hands-off approach to national elections.
The attacks on civilians during preparations for the
June 2004 transition of political authority illustrated one
of the perennial challenges insurgents face—they also
must modulate the form and extent of their violence,
attempting to enflame dissatisfaction with the regime,
provoke overreaction, and deter support for the
government without alienating the public. Insurgents,
too, must walk a fine line. The execution of hostages
and suicide attacks on Shiite religious gatherings
generated much publicity for the insurgents but also
increased hostility. By the summer of 2004—with the
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insurgency a year old—most of the resistance appeared
to have abandoned the beheadings, probably because
the negative reaction outweighed the benefits, but they
continued other forms of terrorism.
The Prospect of an Outright Victory.
The June 2004 transfer of political power did not
stop the resistance. Insurgents continued attacking
U.S. forces, Iraqis associated with the Americans or
the government, and infrastructure. A massacre of 50
unarmed Iraqi National Guard recruits showed the
brutal extent this could reach.215 As the autumn of 2004
began, American officials admitted that the insurgents
had near-control over important parts of central Iraq,
especially the cities of Fallujah, Ramadi, Samarra,
and Baqubah.216 Experts warned that the movement
could be undertaking the classic development pattern
of insurgencies, first creating “liberated zones” then
building a conventional capability.217 To U.S. and Iraqi
officials, this was unacceptable. Fallujah particularly
was worrisome and was seen by both the insurgents
and the counterinsurgents as the epicenter of the
resistance. Its “myth” persisted. In November U.S.
forces launched a second, larger, and much betterplanned offensive to clear it, driving the insurgents
out after bitter fighting.218 Squeezed out of Fallujah,
insurgents launched fierce counterattacks elsewhere,
particularly in Mosul.219 Continuing the strategy of
mayhem, they executed a number of Kurdish policemen
and militia members.220
But as parts of the insurgency undertook sectarian
terrorism, tension within the movement continued as
the resistance itself stumbled on the paradoxical logic
of insurgency. There were reports of outright battles
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between Iraqis and foreign jihadists.221 In January
2005, a group affiliated with al-Qai’da took credit for
a bombing which killed Shiite cleric Sheikh Mahmoud
al-Madaini, a senior aide to Grand Ayatollah Sistani.222
A few weeks later suicide bombers again struck Shiite
worshipers in and around Baghdad during important
holy days, killing at least 30.223 Eventually the Shiite
community lost patience.224 Shiite militias began
engaging insurgents in gun battles and undertaking
reprisals for insurgent attacks. Mysterious deaths of
Sunnis were rumored to be the work of Shiite death
squads, perhaps linked to the police or other elements
of the security services.225 Attacks on Shiites, the
International Crisis Group found, “are countered by
sweeps through predominantly Sunni towns and
neighbourhoods by men dressed in police uniforms
accused of belonging to the commando units of the
ministry of interior.”226
Despite this, the political process continued. To help
assure security for the important January 2005 national
elections, CENTCOM increased the American troop
presence in Iraq from 17 to 20 brigades—its highest
level.227 This was successful. While the insurgents and
radical clerics kept voter turnout light in Sunni areas,
the election went smoothly in the rest of the country,
striking a political and psychological blow to the
resistance. The world press exploded with pictures of
Iraqis jubilant over their first freely cast vote. Iraqis
knew that it was mostly their own security forces
which kept order during the election. Public sentiment
appeared to shift away from the insurgents.228 American leaders began talking of the “beginning of the end”
of the insurgency, with Vice President Cheney claiming
that it was in “the last throes.”229
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But optimism again proved premature. Insurgents
launched a new wave of attacks, including a car bomb in
Hillah which killed 125, and intensified their operations
in Anbar province.230 They began trickling back into
Fallujah.231 While the political process led some Iraqis
to abandon the insurgency or diminish their support
for it, it had no effect on the foreign jihadists who
were assuming an ever greater role.232 An American
military commander described Iraq as “an insurgency
that’s been hijacked by a terrorist campaign.”233
Suicide bombs—the weapon of choice for the foreign
jihadists—began causing more deaths than any other
insurgent activity.234 While the January 2005 election
may have shifted some of the “undecideds” toward
the government, there was little sign that support for
the insurgency was dropping below the level needed
to sustain it. Insurgents do not need all or most of
the public to support them, but only a foundation of
active support and passivity from the rest. Many of
those in the Sunni Arab community who diminished
their backing for the insurgency following the election
did not automatically become active supporters of the
Americans.
As 2005 wore on, the insurgents began to believe
that victory—defined as an American withdrawal—
was attainable within a few years.235 According to a
report from the International Crisis Group:
. . . the insurgents’ perspective has undergone a
remarkable evolution. Initially, they perceived and
presented the U.S. presence as an enduring one that
would be extremely difficult to dislodge; they saw
their struggle as a long-term, open-ended jihad, whose
success was measured by the very fact that it was taking
place. That is no longer the case. Today, the prospect of
an outright victory and a swift withdrawal of foreign
forces has crystallised.236
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When the conflict picked back up in the spring,
concern about its effect on the U.S. military again
surged. The annual risk assessment by the Chairman of
the Joint Chiefs of Staff noted that commanders around
the world were pressed to meet established standards.237
Recruiting shortfalls hindered the ability of the Army
to undertake a temporary increase which Congress
mandated.238 Concerns were growing that anti-war
sentiment in the United States might damage troop
morale.239 Reports surfaced of dissension within the
senior ranks of the military, with some officers claiming
that the counterinsurgency strategy was not leading to
strategic success.240 The dissidents particularly were
worried that large sweeps were not followed up with
a long-term troop presence, allowing the insurgents
to return soon after the operation ended.241 By the end
of the summer, in fact, U.S. commanders no longer
talked of clearing Anbar. Instead, the Marines were
content to hold a handful of cities and towns, and to
disrupt insurgent activity with periodic strikes.242 To
many officers, this was frighteningly reminiscent
of Vietnam. When the Army’s 3d Armored Cavalry
Regiment replaced the Marines, it was probably the best
prepared U.S. unit to deploy to Iraq and worked hard
to implement a “clear, hold, and build” approach.243
This was quite successful, but units which came later
were not able to sustain the effort.
By the autumn of 2005, U.S. strategy increasingly
left neutralization of home-grown insurgents to
Iraqi security forces.244 As General Casey described
it, “our aim is to defeat the terrorists and foreign
fighters and to neutralize the insurgency while we
progressively transition the counterinsurgency
campaign to increasingly capable Iraqi security forces
and ministries.”245 Or, in Secretary of State Rice’s
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words, the United States sought to “break the back of
the insurgency so that Iraqis can finish it off without
large-scale U.S. military help.”246 “In 2006,” President
Bush stated, “we expect Iraqis will take more and more
control of the battle space, and, as they do so, we will
need fewer U.S. troops to conduct combat operations
around the country.”247 Following the advice of
counterinsurgency experts, American forces began to
place greater stress on long-term pacification.248
When the administration released a document
entitled National Strategy for Victory in Iraq in
November 2005, it defined long-term victory as “an
Iraq that has defeated the terrorists and neutralized the
insurgency.”249 This distinction between “terrorists”
and “insurgents” was important. With public support
for involvement in Iraq fading, the administration
placed greater emphasis on the relationship of
that conflict to the wider struggle with jihadism.250
“Prevailing in Iraq,” the National Strategy for Victory in
Iraq stated, “will help us win the war on terror.”251 As
General Myers explained it, “as soon as we pull out,
that would embolden this al-Qai’da organization, their
violent extremist techniques, and surely the next 9/11
would be right around the corner.”252 It was, in a sense,
a new “domino theory.” This meant that the most
important enemies in Iraq—and the ones the United
States would focus on—were those affiliated with alQai’da or the global jihadist movement.
The Core Conflict Has Changed.
By 2006, the geographic focus of the insurgency
had shifted.253 During the second half of 2005, the most
intense fighting was in Tal Afar and the remote regions
of Anbar province. In 2006, Baghdad was the heart
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of the conflict. More ominously, sectarian violence
overshadowed resistance to the U.S. occupation,
making a unified and stable Iraq seem further away
than ever. After discussions with some Sunni Arab
insurgent leaders, Iraqi president Jalal Talibani
said they “do not think the Americans are the main
enemy. They feel threatened by what they call the
‘Iranian threat’.”254 Retribution spiraled upward after
a grisly February suicide bombing at a Shiite shrine
in Samarra.255 Death squad killings became a nightly
occurrence.256 Sunni militias sprouted while Shiite ones
continued to grow.257 Mixed neighborhoods underwent
“ethnic cleansing” as one group or the other moved
out or was forced to leave.258 Over 1,300 Iraqis died in
sectarian killing in March alone.
Patience with the coalition dissipated even among
Shiites. Cheering mobs, for instance, surrounded a
British helicopter downed by insurgents near Basra in
May 2006.259 Hope that Zarqawi’s death in June would
lessen sectarian violence proved wrong.260 Within the
Shiite community, armed conflict sputtered and raged
between the Iranian-backed Supreme Council for
Islamic Revolution in Iraq, the followers of Moktada
Sadr, and two smaller parties—the Islamic Dawa
Party and Al Fadila al Islamiya. In the north, Kurdish
and Arab militias clashed. The sectarian militias had
begun splintering into radicalized cells, making them
even harder to control.261 By the autumn of 2006, DoD,
in a report to Congress, noted that “the core conflict
in Iraq [has] changed into a struggle between Sunni
and Shi’ia extremists seeking to control key areas in
Baghdad, create or protect sectarian enclaves, divert
economic resources, and impose their own respective
political and religious agendas.”262 Beyond that, Iraq
was, as Solomon Moore and Louise Roug phrased it,
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“a nation of many wars, with the U.S. in the middle.”263
Anthony Shadid of the Washington Post—one of the
most experienced observers of Iraq—wrote that he was
witnessing:
the final, frenzied maturity of once-inchoate forces
unleashed more than three years ago by the invasion.
There was civil war-style sectarian killing, its echoes in
Lebanon a generation ago. Alongside it were gangland
turf battles over money, power and survival; a raft of
political parties and their militias fighting a zero-sum
game; a raging insurgency; the collapse of authority;
social services a chimera; and no way forward for an Iraqi
government ordered to act by Americans who themselves
are still seen as the final arbiter and, as a result, still
depriving that government of legitimacy.264

For the U.S. forces, following counterinsurgency
sweeps with sustained pacification appeared to be
a good idea come too late. A pessimistic Marine
intelligence report, for instance, indicated that
insurgents had fought U.S. forces to a stalemate in
Anbar province which was a test bed for the “clear,
hold, build” approach.265 In August, Iraq security forces
and the American military began a long operation
(called Together Forward) to clear the capital
of insurgents, even shifting forces from other parts of
the country.266 American commanders recognized that
Baghdad was the fulcrum of the violence and that if
U.S. and Iraqi security forces could not control militia
violence there, they could not hope to do so in the
rest of the country.267 But the concentration of security
forces in the capital raised concern that the gains made
in other parts of Iraq, particularly Anbar, would be
lost with fewer American and Iraqi security forces
there to prevent a reinfiltration of the guerrillas.268
While more bravado than reality, the Mujaheddin
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Shura Council, an umbrella organization of insurgent
groups, declared that it had established an Islamic
state in six provinces.269 At a minimum, this showed
the confidence and intent of the insurgents. Despite
the offensive, attacks in Baghdad mounted.270 General
Casey warned that he might need additional troops
in the capital, possibly by increasing the overall U.S.
force level in Iraq.271 Eventually October became the
deadliest month for U.S. troops in 2006.
Critics of U.S. policy argued that the resources
devoted to training the Iraqi security forces remained
inadequate.272 The Iraqis had made strides but not
enough to allow an American draw-down.273 Iraqi
military units occasionally refused to move outside
their home areas.274 Many remained inept.275 The
Iraqi police were even worse, with reports that up to
seventy percent of its members were infiltrated by
sectarian militias.276 Most major construction projects
begun by the United States were left unfinished.277
The Iraqi political leadership was unwilling or unable
to rein in the militias.278 As James Lyons, former
commander of the U.S. Pacific Command, phrased it,
“It is an unhappy truth that, from the prime minister
on down, no one in Iraq’s government has so far
demonstrated the backbone or grit necessary to bring
the insurgency under control.”279 After several months,
Operation Together Forward had failed to secure
Baghdad.280 In fact, violence there had escalated. Sadr’s
Mahdi Army renewed its offensive stance of 2004,
briefly taking over the city of Amarah before being
forced to withdraw by Iraqi police.281
The public in both Iraq and the United States was
running out of patience with the existing counterinsurgency strategy. A majority of Iraqis favored an
immediate U.S. pullout, apparently believing that
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this would not worsen the security situation.282 Fiftynine percent of Americans opposed continued U.S.
involvement.283 Fifty-six percent believed sending
troops to Iraq in the first place was a mistake.284 Long
time supporters of the effort such as Senator John
Warner (R-VA) turned pessimistic.285 The commander
of the U.K. forces in Iraq urged that his country
withdraw, stating that “our presence exacerbates the
security problems.”286 And while the U.S. Army, both
the active and reserve component, succeeded in meeting
recruitment goals, its equipment was wearing out and
its personnel stretched thin.287 Military leaders were
concerned that the conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan
left the Army unable to maintain proficiency at
conventional warfighting. Vice Chief of Staff General
Richard Cody expressed concern that the United
States could eventually have “an army that can only
fight a counterinsurgency.”288 Without billions more in
funding, General Schoomaker warned in September
2006, the Army could not maintain its existing levels in
Iraq and fulfill other global commitments.289 The bills for
the Iraqi counterinsurgency—or more specifically, for
undertaking large-scale protracted counterinsurgency
with a force not designed for it—were coming due.
After nearly three and half years of counterinsurgency,
it was a grim time.
Adjusting Transformation.
Iraq has reinforced what national security specialists have long known: the United States is adept at
counterinsurgency support in a limited role—El
Salvador and the Philippines in the 1950s—but faces
serious, even debilitating challenges when developing
and implementing a comprehensive counterinsurgency
strategy for a partner state. Neither the military
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nor the government as a whole is optimized for the
type of integrated, holistic, psychologically astute,
intelligence-intensive, and politically focused effort
counterinsurgency demands. Protracted conflict
with long intervals of little progress, even significant
setbacks, are antithetical to American impatience and
do not set well with military and political leaders
who feel compelled to demonstrate positive results
within their assignment cycle or term of office. And
despite a background of great cultural diversity,
many Americans do not function well in non-Western
cultures. In fact, Iraq has reinvigorated the Vietnamera idea that the United States simply should not
undertake counterinsurgency.290
Most policymakers, military leaders, and defense
analysts, though, believe that American involvement
in counterinsurgency is inevitable as the “long war”
against jihadism unfolds. Somewhere in the future,
America’s enemies will undertake insurgency
against a U.S. ally or partner. Some contend that the
primary threat faced by the United States and other
open democracies is a global insurgency composed
of a loose network of affiliated national insurgencies
and transnational terrorist movements, unified by
a common ideology and a set of shared goals.291 But
even if the challenge is only a series of disconnected
national insurgencies, it carries immense implications
for the U.S. military. “Our experience in the war on
terrorism,” as the National Defense Strategy of the United
States of America puts it, “points to the need to reorient
our military capabilities to contend with such irregular
challenges more effectively.”292 “Irregular warfare,”
as a DoD study group noted, “will continue to be the
smart choice for our opponents.”293
Of all the forms of irregular warfare, insurgency
is the one with the best chance of success. This makes
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it appealing to America’s enemies. It also means that
the United States needs a strategy and an organization
that can undertake counterinsurgency effectively. Iraq
shows how much there is to do. Since 2003, DoD and, to
a lesser extent, other agencies of the U.S. Government
have grappled with this, undertaking a number of
reforms to augment effectiveness at counterinsurgency
and other irregular operations. There has been, in
a very real sense, an adjustment in the trajectory of
defense transformation. This has been driven both
by top-down strategic guidance from senior policymakers and by bottom-up efforts within the military,
most of it shaped by Iraq.
One major step was the publication of the
2005 National Defense Strategy.294 This provided an
innovative way of conceptualizing threats to American
security, dividing them into traditional challenges
(state militaries), irregular ones relying primarily on
insurgency and terrorism, catastrophic challenges
based on WMD, and disruptive challenges derived
from break-through technologies. While it is possible to
quibble with the words—irregular challenges actually
are more “traditional” for the United States than war
against state militaries—the idea is important. For
the first time in modern American history, irregular
challenges were portrayed as something other than
a secondary or peripheral concern. This codified an
idea that defense thinkers had proposed since the end
of the Cold War: American prowess in large scale,
conventional war was driving opponents to other forms
of conflict. But while it was useful to recognize this,
there was a profound flaw in the way it was done. While
the document was a defense strategy, it defined enemies
by their operational methods rather than the strategies
they used. This reflects a deep tradition within the
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U. S. military of focusing on operational concerns rather
than strategy. As Dr. Antulio Echevarria phrased it, the
United States tends to have a “way of battle” focused
on successful campaigns rather than a “way of war”
which organizes battlefield success for the attainment
of political objectives.295 At its worst, this can lead to
operational success which does not bring strategic
victory. The 1991 war with Iraq is a stark case. By
focusing on enemy operational methods, The National
Defense Strategy reflected this tendency, leaving open
the question as to whether DoD truly had adopted a
strategic approach. In Sun Tzu’s words, “what is of
supreme importance in war is to attack the enemy’s
strategy.”
Still, with Iraq raging (along with Afghanistan and
the war on terror in general), irregular conflict had
become the driving focus of the American defense
establishment. Secretary Rumsfeld reinforced this
through a directive which made stability operations
a “core U.S. military mission.”296 Stability operations,
he instructed, “shall be given priority comparable to
combat operations and be explicitly addressed and
integrated across all DoD activities including doctrine,
organizations, training, education, exercises, materiel,
leadership, personnel, facilities, and planning.”
This was truly a sea change from the old days when
operations other than war or low intensity conflict—
to include counterinsurgency—were “lesser included
contingencies” as the armed forces prepared for
conventional war.
The 2006 Quadrennial Defense Review adopted and
refined these themes.297 The United States, it noted,
was “in the fourth year of a long war, a war that is
irregular in nature. The enemies in this war are not
traditional conventional military forces but rather
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dispersed, global terrorist networks that exploit Islam
to advance radical political aims.”298 This required the
U.S. military to adopt unconventional and indirect
approaches of its own and to operate in many locations
simultaneously over long periods of time. While not
using the words “insurgency” or “counterinsurgency,”
the QDR did address “irregular warfare.” A few
weeks later, the new National Security Strategy of
the United States continued along the same lines—
describing an enemy that used a strategy of insurgency,
but not using the word “insurgency,” instead relying
on the more emotive “terror” (which is often part of an
insurgent strategy but never its core).299
There were probably two reasons for the choice
of words in the strategy documents. One was the
perception that labeling enemies “insurgents” gives
them legitimacy.300 This was the paradoxical logic at
play in the political realm: phrasing designed with
the best intent—in this case, sustaining public and
congressional support for U.S. involvement in Iraq—
complicated the process of developing an effective
counterinsurgency strategy. Insurgency is itself a
holistic strategy with multiple dimensions. Focusing
the American response on a single component, an
operational method such as terrorism or irregular
warfare, makes it difficult to formulate an equally
holistic and multidimensional response—a strategic
one. A second reason was the idea that “irregular
warfare” was a broader, more encompassing concept
than “insurgency,” more akin to the 1980s concept
of “low intensity conflict.” In fact, a major DoD
study preparing for the QDR listed insurgency as
an “element” of irregular warfare. Unfortunately,
this got it backwards—insurgency is a strategy that
includes irregular warfare but also includes political,
psychological, and even economic dimensions. It is the
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nonstate version of “unrestricted warfare”—a concept
described by members of the Chinese military.301
As such, it is multidimensional and holistic; armed
conflict is only a part, and often not the decisive one.
By making insurgency part of irregular warfare rather
than the other way around, the Department of Defense
kept its focus on armed violence, thus lessening
the attention given to insurgency’s more important
political and psychological components. While a case
could be made that some government agency other
than the Department of Defense should bear primary
responsibility for the political and psychological
dimensions of insurgency, none could, or did.
Given clear strategic guidance from the Secretary of
Defense to improve capabilities for irregular warfare
and stabilization, the U.S. military, particularly the
Army, undertook a wide range of programs and
reforms. Modularization was the centerpiece. It was
intended to allow commanders to package deployable
and sustainable brigade sized units for tasks such
as counterinsurgency rather than having to make
due with maneuver units designed for conventional
combat. Such a tailored brigade task force, for
instance, might include less fire support and more
military police and intelligence. Other force structure
and organization changes dealt with Special Forces.
In many ways, Special Forces units were the best
configured for counterinsurgency. They were flexible,
small, had cultural and linguistic training, and were
accustomed to working closely with partner militaries.
The problem is that it is difficult and time consuming
to create more of them. The war on terror required the
largest deployment ever of U.S. Special Operations
Forces in general—Delta Force, Army Rangers, Navy
SEALs, and Army Special Forces. In the face of this,
the U.S. Special Operations Command had warned
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that it might not be able to provide forces to meet the
requests of the regional combatant commands.302 DoD
did attempt to augment Special Operations Forces,
planning to increase active duty Army Special Forces
battalions, Psychological Operations and Civil Affairs
by a third; establish a Marine Corps Special Operations
Command; and increase the number of SEAL teams.303
But there was little chance that a counterinsurgency
campaign on the scale of Iraq could be left entirely
to Special Forces, given their scarcity and extensive
involvement in counterterrorism.
Other reforms and new programs also chipped
away at irregular warfare. The services were instructed
to enhance language and cultural training, increase
the number of commissioned and noncommissioned
officers seconded to foreign militaries, and expand
foreign area officer programs.304 Counterinsurgency
reappeared in the curriculum at the U.S. Military
Academy, the Command and General Staff College,
the School of Advanced Military Studies, and the
Army War College.305 Unified Quest—the Army’s
major annual strategic war game—shifted from a
focus on conventional warfighting with an insurgency
sidebar to counterinsurgency.306 The Army created
an Asymmetric Warfare Group to assess tactics and
develop countermeasures.307 An Army program at Fort
Riley began training midlevel officers as advisors to
foreign militaries.308 At Fort Leavenworth, the Foreign
Military Studies Office is leading the development of
the Human Terrain System to help brigade commanders understand and deal with “human terrain”—the
social, ethnographic, cultural, economic, and political
factors in which they operate.309 The National Training
Center—the Army’s most important unit level training
facility—shifted from conventional combat on a “sterile”
battlefield to a complex insurgency scenario complete
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with civilians and all of the other things a unit could
expect to find in Iraq. Information technology allowed
“virtual immersion” which gave commanders a true
“feel” for the situation in Iraq before they deployed.310
DoD also began exploring technologies which might
be useful in counterinsurgency. Counterinsurgency
experts long have argued that technology is unimportant in this type of conflict. While it is certainly correct
that technology designed to find and destroy a conventional enemy military force had limited application,
other types such as nonlethal weapons and robotics
do hold promise for difficult tasks such as securing
populated areas, preventing infiltration, and avoiding
civilian casualties.311
The services and the joint community also
developed new doctrine for irregular warfare and
counterinsurgency. In October 2004, the Army released
its first new counterinsurgency field manual in 20
years.312 This was influenced heavily by the ongoing
fighting in Iraq.313 While the interim manual—which
was produced very rapidly in response to requests from
the field—relied heavily on Vietnam-style insurgency
as a conceptual template, the revised version released
in December 2006 pressed beyond this, seeking to
incorporate the changes insurgency has undergone
since the Cold War. It also sought to unify Army and
Marine approaches—another tension made evident in
Iraq. The final manual also integrated Army and Marine
doctrine. By 2005, the new doctrine was already in use
to prepare units for deployment to Iraq. Other doctrinal
efforts were also underway. The Marines, for instance,
developed “distributed operations” which sought to
match the flexibility and adaptability of insurgents
and other irregular opponents by the “deliberate use
of separation and coordinated, interdependent, tactical
actions.”314 To integrate service efforts, the Pentagon
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created a Joint Operating Concept for Irregular
Warfare.315
Even government agencies outside DoD made
some changes to increase their capability for
counterinsurgency. With DoD facing criticism for
mismanagement of the reconstruction efforts in Iraq,
President Bush formally designated Secretary Rice
to lead any future efforts to stabilize and reconstruct
nations suffering from war or civil strife.316 In 2004 the
State Department created the Office of the Coordinator
for Reconstruction and Stabilization and named
Ambassador Carlos Pascual to head it. This was
intended to tie together civilian and military efforts
during stabilization by creating a government-wide,
comprehensive approach, and to prepare in advance
of conflicts rather than simply reacting to them.317 The
office was divided into four “blocks,” one for early
warning and conflict prevention, one for planning, one
for technical capabilities and lessons learned, and one
for resources and management. Unfortunately, though,
the organization’s funding was never commensurate
with its ambitious mission. Just as the military has
difficulty breaking away from its “big war” mentality,
the State Department’s organizational culture tends to
focus on diplomacy rather than the reconstruction or
transformation of other states. It also remains hindered
by the small size of the Foreign Service.
The U.S. Agency for International Development
(USAID) began its own programs to play a role in
operations like the ones in Iraq and Afghanistan. USAID
had been an integral part of the U.S. counterinsurgency
strategy in the 1960s but, stung by the Vietnam
experience, it had moved away from this function. After
the post-September 11 shifts in American strategy,
the agency reversed this. “The US foreign assistance
community,” wrote Andrew Natsios, former Director
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of USAID, “is in the midst of the most fundamental
shift in policy since the inception of the Marshall Plan
at the end of World War II.”318 As part of this, USAID
began to include regional stability and counterterrorism
among its programmatic priorities.319 It sought more
of a role in security related reconstruction and better
coordination with the Department of Defense.320
All of this was useful. But is it enough? To answer
that, counterinsurgency must be placed in its wider
strategic context.
The decision on the part of the United States to
engage (or not engage) in counterinsurgency is shaped
by several context-specific factors:
• the nature of the insurgency; (The United States
was more likely to support a regime facing a
communist-based insurgency during the Cold
War, or a jihadist insurgency today.)
• location of the insurgency; (The United States is
more likely to undertake counterinsurgency in
its historic areas of involvement like Central
America or in regions with extensive tangible
national interest like the Gulf or Europe.)
• strategic distractions; (The United States is more
likely to undertake counterinsurgency if it is
not involved in any other major conflicts at the
time.)
• personalities and the worldview of the administration
in office; (presidents such as Kennedy, Reagan,
George H.W. Bush, and George W. Bush had
worldviews which made them more likely to
use American power, including military power,
to support friendly regimes facing internal
threats.)
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• and, the most recent American experience with
counterinsurgency. (The United States is more
likely to undertake counterinsurgency if its most
recent experience with it was positive—e.g. El
Salvador.)
But there is more to it than that. The propensity
to consider engagement in counterinsurgency and
the form such engagement takes if national leaders
opt for it are shaped by the grand strategy in effect
at the time. In a broad sense, there is a great deal
of consistency in American grand strategy across
presidential administrations. The variance that does
occur tends to be defined by two variables: the extent
of America’s engagement in the world, and the form
that engagement takes. Neither of those are dyads but,
rather, continua. The choice is not between engagement
or disengagement, but how engaged to be and whether
to engage only in conjunction with other states. This
can be visualized by a simple chart:
High/Hands On

A

B

C

D

EXTENT OF U.S.
ENGAGEMENT

Low/Off Shore

FORM OF U.S.
ENGAGEMENT

Multilateral

Figure 1.
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The actual grand strategy of a presidential
administration can fall anywhere on the chart. There
are, in other words, a very high number of possibilities
(technically even an infinite number). But it makes
sense to break the array into four broad options in
order to assess the implications for counterinsurgency.
For instance, in a “quad A” grand strategy, the
United States is willing to become extensively and
intensively engaged in the world, but only as part of
a multinational coalition. The Clinton strategy was a
“quad A” one. In “quad B” the United States is still
open to extensive, hands-on engagement, but is willing
to do it alone or with a limited number of partners. The
George W. Bush grand strategy fits here, as did that of
John Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson. It is the “pay any
price, bear any burden” quad. In “quad C” the United
States will only accept a limited or supporting role in
many or most parts of the world, and even then only
as part of a coalition. In “quad D” the United States
will only accept a secondary or limited role, but might
consider doing so on its own or with limited support.
The Eisenhower strategy falls here. While there have
been no recent instances of “quad C” or “quad D”
grand strategies, they cannot be ruled out, particularly
if catastrophic terrorist attacks on the homeland raise
the costs of global engagement in a significant way or
if the United States reaches energy independence, thus
lessening the need to manage security in petroleumproducing parts of the world.
What does this mean for counterinsurgency? In
simple terms, if future U.S. grand strategy falls in quads
C or D, the current reforms—adjusting the trajectory
of transformation—are probably adequate. Neither the
U.S. Government as a whole nor the military will be
optimized for counterinsurgency, but that is acceptable
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since the nation will only undertake it with partners or
in a limited role. In quad A, the current reform might
be adequate, but there could still be problems with
raw numbers if the United States undertakes a major
counterinsurgency operation without allies. In other
words, the quality issue will be addressed, but not
the quantity one. The real problem arises in “quad B.”
Under such a strategy, current reforms are inadequate,
leaving serious shortfalls in both quality and quantity.
If the United States does want an optimized
capability for counterinsurgency, what might it look
like? While the details of this would require extensive
analysis and debate, Iraq and other counterinsurgency
campaigns throughout history suggest general
characteristics. First, such an organization would need
the capacity to undertake three linked but different
functions:
• identifying and preventing insurgencies by
forestalling state collapse and encouraging
reform by regimes in danger;
• preparing for counterinsurgency by interagency
and, possibly, multinational capacity enhancement including strategy development, concept
development,
technology
development,
organizational refinement, leader development
and education, training, analysis, exercises, and
simulations; and,
• responding to insurgencies once national leaders
decide to engage.
Given this, an optimized U.S. structure for counterinsurgency would have a set of key characteristics.
Be intelligence-centric. As Gordon McCormick of
the Naval Postgraduate School has pointed out, one
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of the defining features of insurgency, at least in its
early stages, is that the insurgents, which he calls a
“force in development,” have information dominance
(they know the regime’s strengths, weaknesses, and
locations) but a power shortfall (they do not have the
resources to impose their will on the regime). The
regime, by contrast, is a “force in being.” It has power
but an information shortfall (it does not know where
or who the insurgents are or, in most cases, what they
intend to do).321 This suggests that the single most
vital function for counterinsurgency is augmenting
information or, more accurately, knowledge. There is
nothing more vital.
Be fully interagency and, if possible, multinational at
every level. Counterinsurgency succeeds only when
there is seamless integration between the political,
intelligence, law enforcement, and military efforts.
The British experience in Malaya in the 1950s often is
considered the classic example. A U.S. organization
optimized for counterinsurgency must replicate this at
all levels from strategy formulation in Washington to
local operations once the United States is involved.
Be capable of rapid response. Insurgency is like many
pathologies: time matters. It is easier to prevent an
insurgency than to defeat one, and it is easier to defeat
one early in its lifespan than after it has had time to
mature and adapt. If the United States had been
prepared to undertake a massive stabilization and
reconstruction effort in Iraq in the spring of 2003, the
insurgency would never have reached the level that it
has. Hence an American organization optimized for
counterinsurgency must be able to undertake a range of
stabilization, support, and reconstruction actions very
quickly. Phrased differently, it must be capable of the
stabilization and reconstruction equivalent of “shock
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and awe.” Of course, rapid response is antithetical
to the American practice of gradual involvement in
counterinsurgency, but that, too, must change if the
United States is to be effective. In particular, the United
States must have the methods and the resources to
restore the security and intelligence services of a failed
or failing state quickly. Taking multiple years to stand
up a partner military as in Iraq is a recipe for disaster.
Be capable of sustained, high-level involvement in
a protracted operation. Insurgencies normally last a
decade or more. If the United States is to be effective,
it must be capable of long-term engagement, crossing
presidential administrations, congresses, and the
careers of the military and civilian officials who actually
undertake the effort. This is difficult but vital. Despite
the best efforts, when a unit which had developed
local knowledge and contacts is replaced, effectiveness
diminishes, at least for a while. “Work arounds” are
sub-optimal.
Be capable of seamless integration with partners.
An American organization optimized for counterinsurgency would be able to work with the militaries,
police forces, and intelligence services of a wide range of
partners, both those of states actually facing insurgency,
and other partners who contribute to the effort. The
only way to assure this is to exercise it outside the
context of an ongoing insurgency. Ultimately, though,
integration and synchronization at the tactical level is
much easier than at the policy level. One of the reasons
that the United States traditionally has undertaken
counterinsurgency support on its own or largely on its
own is because it viewed the threat from insurgency
differently than other major powers, including allies. If
the United States is to optimize for counterinsurgency
in the future, that must include extensive diplomatic
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efforts to align the policy positions of Washington and
other major states.
Be culturally and psychologically adept. The American
organization for counterinsurgency must have organic
language and cultural expertise, and be able to
augment it rapidly. In particular, it must understand
how to shape beliefs, perceptions, and expectations
in non-Western cultures, especially those with a
“warrior” tradition. This will require revising current
thinking and doctrine which assume that the solution
to insurgency is building open political systems and
economies. That may or may not be true, depending
on the cultural context. Moreover, Americans—being
Americans—take a “market” approach to insurgency:
the side which offers the population the “best deal”
wins. Reality, as defined by cultural context, is more
complex than that. Sometimes honor, justice, and
revenge matter more than schools, roads, and jobs.
Counterinsurgent strategists must understand this.
An optimized organization must be capable of effectsbased planning in an environment with multiple audiences, cultural filters, and great psychological complexity.322 Its personnel must master the paradoxical logic
as it plays out in multiple simultaneous dimensions.
Be capable of organizational, conceptual and tactical
adjustment “on the fly.” As Iraq has demonstrated,
insurgencies are deadly “learning contests.”323 A case
can be made that the side which learns the quickest and
most effectively wins. A U.S. organization optimized
for counterinsurgency thus must have rigorous and refined methods for capturing, assessing, and implementing organizational and conceptual changes both as part
of its long-term capability enhancement and as part of
an ongoing campaign. In addition, it must be capable of
regular, critical self-evaluation. Ultimately, the brutal
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frankness necessary for effective adaptation can work
only if there is a mechanism to assess both strategy
and operations by experts with no vested professional
interest in providing only a positive picture.
In the short term, the greatest shortfalls for an
optimized counterinsurgency organization are 1)
nonmilitary security forces (something more than
local police trained in law enforcement, but less than
military units designed for warfighting—in other
words, a gendarmerie); 2) surge and expeditionary
capacity; 3) capability in nonmilitary functions like
political and economic development, plus the creation
of functioning police and jurisprudence systems; and,
4) cultural acuity.
Building an optimized system for counterinsurgency within the U.S. Government would be a major
undertaking, requiring the creation of new organizations and the stripping of some resources and functions
from existing ones. The military would be a major
“loser” since it currently owns many of the needed
resources. In lieu of major reorganization, the military
will retain the dominant role. Hence the United States
will continue to approach counterinsurgency as a
variant of warfighting. Depending on grand strategy,
this may be adequate. Or it may not.
Even a “sub-optimized” organization for counterinsurgency such as the existing one which accords
the primary role to the military and lacks some
nonmilitary capabilities can and should adopt as many
of the characteristics and procedures of a hypothetical
optimized one as possible. Take the capability to advise
and train a partner security force. The sub-optimized
method is to give existing units more training and
education, possibly to include recreating the advisers
course used during Vietnam. Other elements of
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the government, including those concerned with
policing, jurisprudence, administration, intelligence,
and governance, would shift some personnel
to counterinsurgency and expand training and
educational programs. A similar idea is to create a joint
“Stabilization and Reconstruction Command” within
DoD with assigned, specialized forces.324 The optimized
method would be to create a special interagency
corps with this as a primary mission. Army Special
Forces might need to split into separate components,
one for direct action and one to provide training and
advice to allies. The same holds for intelligence. The
sub-optimized method would be to add the ability of
existing intelligence personnel to do the type of cross
cultural, psychologically complex social mapping
activity needed for counterinsurgency. The optimized
method would be to create an interagency corps that
specializes in this. In terms of having a mechanism
for providing senior leaders and policymakers with
a regular, objective assessment of the campaign, the
sub-optimized method would make use of informal
or special assessments from trusted experts. Examples
include General Gary Luck’s report to Secretary
Rumsfeld after a January 2005 trip to Iraq and the
June 2005 assessment which retired General Barry
McCaffrey undertook for CENTCOM.325 An optimized
solution would be to create a permanent assessment
organization for counterinsurgency or stabilization
operations composed of a full-time professional core
which would then create teams of senior level experts
to provide regular, frank analysis during the conduct
of a campaign and on U.S. preparations and readiness
for this type of activity. Ultimately the key question is
whether counterinsurgency plays such a paramount
role in American strategy that the costs of optimization
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are worthwhile, or whether counterinsurgency plays
an important but not a dominant role in the strategy,
thus implying that a sub-optimized but more effective
organization is acceptable.
Transcending Counterinsurgency.
Counterinsurgency might not be the best response
to insurgency. Over the past fifty years, the concept of
counterinsurgency has become so encumbered with
implications and “lessons,” many of them derived from
the Cold War, that it is time to move beyond it. At the
beginning of the Cold War, insurgents gained the upper
hand in part because the regimes they faced, whether
indigenous ones or colonial rulers, were ignorant,
weak, or inept. But insurgency also succeeded because
it was new—regimes simply did not know how to
respond to a holistic, political, and psychologicallybased strategy which used violence but did not rely on
it for ultimate victory. The psychological and political
domains were decisive; violence only mattered to the
degree that it had psychological and political effects.
This was the right strategy for a world of ideological
division, the collapse of the European imperial world
order, and the political awakening of formerly passive
populations. Eventually, though, counterinsurgents
came to understand their enemy. They caught up.
They understood that counterinsurgency too must be
holistic, political, and psychological. By the end of the
Cold War insurgency—at least the form of it based on
Maoist Peoples’ War—was no longer the dangerous
force that it had been.
But insurgency did not die, it simply slumbered
and evolved. Today, the “cutting edge,” paradigmestablishing insurgencies are the ones in Palestine—
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and Iraq.326 In Iraq in particular, most of the insurgent
factions seem to realize that they are unlikely to follow
the Maoist model and become increasingly “state like,”
undertake the administration of “liberated areas” and
move from terrorism and guerrilla war to conventional
military operations. (The Palestinian insurgents do,
of course, administer “liberated areas.”) While all
insurgents must both weaken the regime and then fill the
power vacuum, in the Maoist model, the two functions
overlap. The insurgents do both simultaneously.
21st century insurgencies approach the functions
sequentially, perhaps not out of preference but out of
necessity. While the Iraq insurgency has attempted
political mobilization and the creation of united fronts
and liberated zones in the Maoist tradition, they have
largely failed. All that the various elements of the Iraqi
insurgency agree on at this point is the destruction of the
existing order. “Iraqi model” insurgencies, then, pursue
mayhem based on terrorism. Moreover, contemporary
insurgencies, particularly “Iraqi model” ones, are even
more adept than their forebears at manipulating the
psychological effects of violence. Many of the armed
actions of Cold War era insurgencies took place in
isolated areas, so the psychological and political impact
was limited to audiences in the immediate vicinity.
Now with the Internet, satellite television networks,
and cheap digital video cameras, the audience for
insurgent violence is immediate and extensive. Even
more than in the past, contemporary insurgency is
“armed theater.” In addition, modern insurgency is
shaped by the role of third and fourth forces. In Iraq,
for instance, criminal gangs have worked with the
insurgents on kidnappings, killings, and sabotage.
Sectarian militias and death squads shape the conflict.
The international media—whether intentionally or
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not—amplify insurgent psychological operations. But
American counterinsurgency strategy and doctrine
have not addressed the important role of third and
fourth forces. It does not indicate how to think about
them or what to do with them.
Few modern insurgencies rely on state sponsors.
They must either develop alliances with organized
crime—again, third forces play a vital role—or
undertake criminal activity and other forms of
fund raising themselves. Or both. In fact, modern
insurgents have shown themselves extremely clever at
manipulating a range of tools such as hijacking charities,
coercive "taxation," and voluntary contributions from
expatriate communities and other sympathetic groups.
The collection jars in Boston bars for Irish terrorists are
not simply legends. Finally, today’s insurgents differ
from past ones through possession of what might be
called “force projection” capability via terrorism. When
the United States undertook counterinsurgency in
Vietnam or El Salvador, there was little the rebels could
do to strike directly at America. Today’s insurgents
or, at least, tomorrow’s, can. The United States might
view counterinsurgency very differently if engaging
it inspired sustained terrorism within the American
homeland.
The changing nature of insurgency, the coalescence
of a transnational (if not global) insurgent alliance,
the development of power projection capability by
insurgents, the need to address the root causes of
insurgency, and the continued holistic, political, and
psychological nature of the insurgent threat all suggest
that the United States should begin to move beyond the
concept of counterinsurgency. It has several conceptual
limitations. First of all, it is seen as primarily something
that the military does with some support from other
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agencies. Iraq—like many other insurgencies in
history—suggests that a military-dominated approach
to counterinsurgency seldom if ever works. If anything,
the contemporary security environment, with its
information saturation, has amplified this. Second,
the concept of counterinsurgency cedes the strategic
initiative to the insurgents. Actions by the United States
and its partners simply counter what the insurgents
do. Third, the word counterinsurgency is simply too
tied to the Cold War. It invariably evokes images of
Vietnam and thus leads military and political leaders as
well as strategic analysts to assume that what worked
against Cold War era insurgencies will work against
contemporary ones.
Ultimately, “counterinsurgency” should be replaced
in the American strategy by the more encompassing
concept of “stabilization and transformation.”327 This
would help clarify several important points. First,
it suggests that the goal is not simply to counter the
insurgents, but to attain strategic success defined as
the transformation of a problematic state or region,
and amelioration of the root causes of the conflict.
“Stabilization” does not mean sustaining the political
and economic status quo but creating an environment in
which they can be altered through non-violent means.
Second, the phrase “stabilization and transformation”
suggests the necessary sequencing. Stabilization secures political and psychological “space” for transformation. It is necessary for ultimate strategic success but
does not, in itself, constitute strategic success (at least not
under current U.S. grand strategy). In Larry’s Diamond’s
astute phrase, “we cannot get to Jefferson and Madison
without going through Thomas Hobbes.”328 Before
there is open government, in other words, there must be
effective government able to assure basic public order.

79

Third, the phrase “stabilization and transformation”
suggests that the military is an important participant
but not always the leading one. Clearly stabilizing a
state in conflict is something that the U.S. military can
and should dominate. But transformation—solidifying
strategic success—is a task where the military should
be a supporting rather than a supported organization.
The military perfectly understands this—even old
counterinsurgency doctrine makes note of it. But the
message has not resonated beyond the military among
those who have the power to enact change. If instead of
counterinsurgency the United States were undertaking
stabilization and transformation, both Congress and
the Executive would be forced to address capability
shortfalls outside the military. Finally, “stabilization”
suggests to the U.S. military and to other government
agencies that it is not just insurgents that must be
eliminated or controlled, but violent “third force”
groups as well. A fragile regime left facing militias or
powerful criminal gangs—or dependent on security
contractors—is vulnerable to renewed insurgency or
centrifugal forces that undermine effective governance.
This also constitutes a strategic defeat or, at best, a
badly flawed victory. The term "counterinsurgency"
thus has outlived its usefulness.
Iraq has shown the United States that the “one
size fits all” approach to insurgency, which is codified
in joint and service doctrine, no longer works in the
modern world. Sometimes insurgency is as doctrine
describes—an attempt by a revolutionary organization
to overthrow a constituted government. But other
times it is not. As the United States has seen in Iraq,
constituting a government rather than supporting a
constituted government is the immediate objective.
Old style information operations are ineffective in an
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environment where fourth forces and information
saturation dominate. It was not that the United States
did not try hard enough in Iraq do dominate the
psychological and political battlespaces, but rather
that it was not conceptually equipped for 21st century
information war. Dealing with third and fourth forces
make for a different type of conflict and require a
different strategy for which existing doctrine is little
help. And, joint and service doctrine for counterinsurgency is based on the construct by which the United
States supports a friendly regime facing a violent
insurgency. Iraq showed that protracted conflict
resulting from outside intervention to change a
regime or stabilize a failed state has different strategic,
operational, and psychological dynamics. One size
does not fit all.
America’s counterinsurgency strategy during the
Cold War was based on providing assistance and
advice until a beleaguered partner regime no longer
needed help. After Vietnam, strategy and doctrine
stated that this would be done in a supporting rather
than leading role. The Iraq conflict did not fit that
pattern: the United States had to create a government
and economy rather than buttress an existing one. But
because the problem looked something like classic
counterinsurgency, existing strategy and doctrine were
applied.329 There is an old saying that goes, “when all
you have is a hammer, the entire world looks like a
nail.” That applies to Iraq. Internal conflict resulting
from intervention has different dynamics than internal
conflict caused by the eroding legitimacy of the existing
government, but the United States did not have a
strategy or doctrine for post-intervention conflict.
Iraq suggests that rather than attempting to
approach all internal wars within the framework
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of counterinsurgency, the United States needs a
broader strategy and doctrine for stabilization
and transformation which would include classic
counterinsurgency as well as other types of internal
conflict, including post-intervention warfare and state
failure. The strategy for post-intervention or post-state
failure conflict should consist of three phases:
• Intervention. This should include overwhelming
force and massive reconstruction and assistance
support.
• Stabilization. This is a time of transition when local
security forces are not able to stand on their own
but the U.S. military role is greatly diminished.
Other state militaries and constabularies should
play a major role here. In other words, the U.S.
hands over stabilization to a multinational force
which serves as a bridge between intervention
and stabilization under the control of the host
nation.
• Hand over. This comes when the local security
forces are able to assume greater responsibility
for security, eventually leading to a withdrawal
of all foreign forces except for trainers and
advisers.
Based on the Iraq experience, American policymakers
should consider a non-U.S. "bridge" force essential
rather than simply desirable. In most cases, if there
is little prospect of developing a bridge force, the
United States should avoid intervention. History,
including the ongoing conflict in Iraq, suggests that
counterinsurgency support and regime removal can, if
necessary, be done unilaterally or nearly unilaterally,
but state transformation following regime removal or
state failure can only succeed with a broad coalition.
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This will always require the tacit or explicit approval
of the United Nations.
A Strategic After Action Review.
The United States could have approached Iraq
in one of three ways: as a liberated nation, quickly
creating a transitional Iraqi government and giving it
sovereignty; as a defeated nation which would have
required a massive and long-term occupation like that
of Germany and Japan after World War II; or as a failed
state which could have been addressed by passing
control to the United Nations. Each would have had
political disadvantages or significant costs, but each
would have avoided entangling the United States in
a protracted counterinsurgency campaign. By splitting
the difference among them rather than committing to
one, the United States became a half-hearted occupier,
inspiring armed resistance without deterring it.
Insurgency is a strategy sometimes adopted by
the weaker party in an internal war. The war itself
can be based on ideology, class, religion, ethnicity,
sectionalism, or, most commonly, some combination
of these factors. The response—the counterinsurgency
strategy—must not be based solely on the fact that
the enemy has adopted insurgency, but also on the
fundamental cause and form of the conflict. A political
conflict—like the one in El Salvador in the 1980s—has
different dynamics (and solutions) than a cultural one
based on ethnicity or religion. In a political struggle,
the insurgents must create a new identity structure
and attract supporters to it. Hence the conflict is a
competition for “hearts and minds.” Advantage accrues
to the side which creates the more appealing identity
structure (although this may not automatically lead to
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victory in the absence of security). In a cultural struggle,
identity structures already exist. “Hearts and minds”
are not subject to competition. Defeating the insurgents
comes from empowering a non-insurgent elite within
the existing ethnic or religious group, or from imposing
the will of the state on the entire group—a negotiated
power sharing arrangement or outright defeat. But
the “market” based approach which lies at the core of
American thinking about counterinsurgency is seldom
if ever effective.
The United States also faced another problem:
history suggests that outside forces in insurgencies can
strengthen their local allies—whether revolutionaries
or counter-revolutionaries—but they cannot create
them. The United States sought to create the forces
of democracy and moderation, not simply strengthen
existing ones. Outside jihadists, on the other hand,
had only to strengthen preexisting jihadist and antiAmerican forces rather than create them from scratch.
This was a much easier task. Applying existing
counterinsurgency strategy and doctrine, derived
from 20th century ideological conflict, to Iraq thus was
pounding a round peg in a square hole. This hamstrung
the effort from the beginning. And it led to the flawed
assumption that Iraq’s Sunni Arabs would accept a
role in a Shiite dominated state if they were protected
by constitutional guarantees. American strategy was
based on the belief that a functioning constitutional,
multi-party democracy was the top priority for all
Iraqis except a small number of extremists when, in
fact, the security and power of their sect and ethnic
group mattered more to a significant number, perhaps
most.
Conflicts exist within and can only be understood
as part of a historical-strategic context. In Iraq the
United States did precisely what it did in Vietnam:
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misunderstood the wider historical-strategic context.
Americans saw both struggles as one of democracy
and freedom versus oppression. The people of
Vietnam and Iraq, though, considered their conflict a
struggle against Western domination. Many, probably
most Iraqis saw the anti-American violence as part of
a centuries-long effort by Muslims, particularly Arabs,
to resist Western influence, not as something designed
to stop democracy and freedom. The dissonance
between the way Iraqis saw the conflict and the
way Americans saw it hindered the development of
effective strategy. And like many insurgencies which
begin as resistance to outside influence, the one in Iraq
eventually shifted to an internal, sectarian one. This is
a very common pattern.
However laudable the overarching American
objectives in Iraq, the United States was strategically
and conceptually unprepared to realize them. We used
flawed strategic assumptions, did not plan adequately,
and had a doctrinal void. We had enough force on
the ground to antagonize Iraqis or give them the false
expectation of security, but not enough to control the
Sunni Arab areas. We stayed long enough to be viewed
as occupiers but did not administer the country long
enough to permanently alter a political culture based
on sectarian suspicion, corruption and violence. We
created an organization to unify all governmental
efforts but did not give it the authority or resources
to do so, thus leaving everyone concerned believing
that others would do more than they did. Or could.
Most of all, American strategy was characterized by a
pervasive means/ends mismatch. We sought to alter
history, to undertake one of the most profound political,
economic, and social transformations in recent history,
but we did not allocate money, time, and people in
proportion to this ambitious goal.
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Ultimately, there are two broad approaches to war.
The "scalpel" uses armed force in conjunction with
other elements of power to convince an opponent to
accept an outcome which it does not want. The "cudgel"
simply imposes one's will on an enemy rather than
convincing it to make certain desired decisions. From
the first approach grows various forms of limited war;
from the second, total war. By definition limited war
entails fewer costs and risks, and thus is preferable.
But it is also less likely than total war to result in a
permanently decisive outcome. The grand compromise
between the two is a strategy which attempts limited
war but is willing and able to shift to total war if the
limited approach fails. This willingness was missing
in Iraq. The insurgents knew that every instinct of the
United States was toward less involvement, not more.
They believed their tolerance for violence surpassed
America's will to escalate. In reality, that may have
been true. It is possible that the highly decentralized
structure of the Iraq insurgency rendered it incapable
of making strategic calculations and thus unable
to react to the fear of escalation. But by signaling in
advance that we would go so far and no further, by
taking escalation off the table in the insurgency's early
months, we made it easier for the insurgents to convince themselves and their supporters that their ability
to weather punishment outstripped the willingness of
the United States to impose it.
The paradoxical logic haunts the American effort
in Iraq at the grand strategic level. The United States
was not prepared to mount a rapid, holistic, and
effective counterinsurgency campaign, but also was
unwilling to write Iraq off before being drawn deep
into counterinsurgency as President Clinton did with
Somalia. This gave the Iraqi insurgents and, more

86

importantly, other enemies of the United States the
impression that insurgency can work. During the Cold
War, insurgent success in China, Vietnam, Algeria,
and Cuba spawned emulators. While not all of them
succeeded, they did try. That is likely to happen again.
By failing to prepare for counterinsurgency in Iraq and
by failing to avoid it, the United States has increased
the chances of facing it again in the near future.
From the beginning, the United States effort in
Iraq was hindered by a strategy that did not approach
stabilization and transformation as sequential. Ambassador Bremer embraced transformation, seeking to
open governance and free markets in a society without
the most basic level of security. Not only were the two
not properly sequenced, they were antithetical. Some
of the most important elements of transformation—deBa'athification, dissolving the old Iraq army, and the
privatization of state owned industry—contributed to
instability by taking away the status and livelihood of
thousands of angry men, most experienced in the ways
of violence. With hindsight, the United States should
have anticipated the security problems, focused all
energy on them, and postponed transformation until
there was a reasonable degree of stability.
The question of sequencing has another element.
The changes to U.S. strategy applied by General Casey
and others to a large extent reflected what experts like
Kalev Sepp call "best practices" in counterinsurgency.330
But in this mode of conflict, doing the right thing too
late does not work. By the 1970s, the U.S. military
and other elements of the government had largely
discovered how the insurgency in Vietnam worked
and applied fairly successful countermeasures. But
politically and psychologically, it was too late, both for
the Vietnamese and the American people. Much more
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so than in conventional war, an insurgency reaches a
point of psychological "set" fairly quickly. Once it is set,
it is very difficult, perhaps even impossible to reverse.
The counterinsurgency effort in Iraq was made
complex by its linkage to the global war on terror. The
strategic logic was Napoleonic—draw the enemy into a
decisive battle where it can be defeated. Iraq was to be
that epic battle of the war on terrorism. Ironically, the
defeat of Robert E. Lee in the American Civil War after
a long string of victories in seemingly decisive battles
discredited the Napoleonic approach for conventional
war, but it still held appeal in the most unconventional
of global wars which pits the United States against the
radical jihadist movement. Future historians may see
Iraq as more the strategic equivalent of Gettysburg,
Verdun, or Dien Bien Phu. In these battles, military
forces established an enclave deep in enemy territory,
hoping the opponent would destroy itself trying to
reverse the incursion. In Iraq, however, it was not a
case of the United States being dug in and the jihadists
not. Both openly competed for the same space, thus
obviating the enclave method.
Linking the conflict in Iraq to the global war on
terror amplified its strategic significance. Paradoxically,
this increased public support but constrained strategic
flexibility. One reason that the United States succeeded
at counterinsurgency in El Salvador was because the
stakes were relatively low. Losing there would not
have been an irreparable disaster. This meant that
Washington had leverage over its allies because it
could credibly threaten to write them off. Hence the
Salvadorans took their counterinsurgency campaign
and the political reforms needed to make it work very
seriously. In Vietnam, by contrast, the U.S. attached
immense symbolic importance to the struggle. This
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limited American leverage over the South Vietnamese
regime and left the United States unwilling to withdraw
even when involvement passed the point where its
costs and risks outweighed any possible strategic
gains. The basic logic of strategy—that expected gains
must be equal to or greater than expected costs and
risks—was skewed. Placing Iraq within the context of
the war on terror may have done the same.
Given the strategic problems and political
imperatives which shaped American involvement
in Iraq, it may not be a true test of the ability of the
Army or the U.S. military in general to succeed at
counterinsurgency. A sound argument can be made
that nothing the military could have done would
have led to a speedy stabilization of Iraq and its
transformation into a free market democracy. But in
some ways the military and CPA made the bad hand
they were dealt worse. Since counterinsurgency is won
or lost in the psychological domain—it is about shaping
perceptions, beliefs, and expectations—the first thing
a counterinsurgent needs is "situational awareness."
The counterinsurgent must know how it is perceived
now in order to craft a strategy to create the perception
that it wants. The Americans in Iraq never developed
such situational awareness during those crucial first
few months. They did not ask hard questions about
how they were perceived, but simply assumed that the
way they wanted to be perceived was reality. And the
counterinsurgency campaign, at least during the first
year, focused on eliminating insurgents rather than
altering perceptions, beliefs, and expectations. The
United States, in other words, reverted to a strategy of
attrition. The question is whether the U.S. military can,
in future counterinsurgencies, develop and implement
a different strategy. Is that method too deeply ingrained
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in its organizational psyche? Can a warfighter be other
than a warfighter? Can the military be weaned from
this approach through education and leadership? If
not, the development and management of America's
counterinsurgency campaigns must be ceded to other
organizations.
Where does Iraq go from here? At this point, the
best feasible outcome is, as Ambassador Dennis Ross
describes it, “a central government with limited
powers; provincial governments with extensive
autonomy; sharing of oil revenue; and, at the local
level, some rough form of representation and tolerance
for minorities.“331 Equally likely is sustained mayhem
which eventually leads the government to settle with
the insurgents, potentially giving them control of all or
part of the Sunni triangle or at least some degree of
political influence. It is possible, though, that the insurgents may provoke the government into a draconian
response which might, in turn, lead to intervention by
other predominantly Sunni Arab states, thus turning
Iraq’s civil war into an international one. Either may
result in a weak central government, dominated by
corruption, with criminal gangs and sectarian militias
wielding great influence, or a new authoritarian strong
man. Sustaining a multiethnic and multisectarian
democracy in the face of mounting sectarian war
may be impossible. Outside forces, as Fareed Zakaria
notes, can do little to stop a full-blown civil war until
its energy is expended.332 Division of the country into
three parts may be inevitable with continued conflict
in areas of sectarian overlap, particularly Baghdad and
Mosul.
But whether Iraq ultimately turns into a success or
failure, it is invaluable as illumination for American
strategy. If it is a unique occurrence, then once it is set-
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tled, the U.S. military can return to its old, conventionally-focused trajectory of transformation. But if
Iraq is a portent of the future, if protracted, ambiguous,
irregular conflicts that are cross-cultural, and
psychologically complex are to be the primary mission
of the future American military (and the other, equally
important parts of the U.S. security organization), then
serious change must begin.
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